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PPRREEFFAACCEE  BBYY  PPAAUULL  GGRREEEENNBBEERRGG  
Paul Greenberg is the author of  

CRM at the Speed of Light:  
Essential Customer Strategies for the 21st Century, 3rd Edition 

Blog: www.the56group.typepad.com 
 

Dick Lee and David Mangen have a bad habit. They have this tendency to initiate 

groundbreaking studies every other year. They ALWAYS find something that 

companies don’t want to hear but have to hear. And they ALWAYS seem to be right.  

Again, they’re  on the mark this year with “Customers Say What Companies Don’t 

Want To Hear.” They’ve verified and amplified with hard data the growing perception 

that the new breed of customer is here to stay and businesses need to react—or risk 

their very existence. Moreover, there are lessons in this study for customers, 

marketers, advertising agencies and CRM practitioners as well. No one escapes their 

scrutiny. 

Are their words harsh? No. Just business as it should be. That’s business that 

involves collaborating with the customer so that the customer value is both given and 

received by company and customer. The study findings that “traditional’ methods of 

marketing, advertising, production of goods and services, and corporate behavior no 

longer work for the contemporary customer are explicit and validating.  What DOES 

work is when a company recognizes that value resides with the customer now, not 

with the product and services that they provide. When that is the case, business 

focus shifts profoundly towards customers. 

These findings are not surprising—not to me at least. However, this is the first time 

they’ve been verified with hard data, and study findings will disabuse many  

companies, marketing consultants, advertising agencies and CRM professionals of 

serious misperceptions they hold about today’s marketplace realities. In fact, we 

have moved from a corporate business ecosystem to a customer ecosystem over the 

last few years and now, in 2006, we are moving into a more advanced part of that 
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customer ecosystem – the era of the social customer. That means a customer who is 

proactively willing to involve himself or herself in the creation of actual value with 

certain respected companies to the benefit of both.  

Social customers know they are fully empowered. Plus, they have unprecedented 

access to innumerable sources of information from what are now ironically and 

importantly considered trusted sources. So for example, they can go to Amazon.com, 

the highest rated customer-centric company, according to study participant input, 

and see what other readers, users and purveyors think of the items they are 

considering purchasing. What provides the irony is that they trust what they read 

from the users – as well they should – even though all they may know about the user 

personally is that the user email address visible on the page is 

rabiddog@comcast.net or the user name is “weirdbean.”  

But these users with the peculiar monikers are a trusted source – precisely because 

they use the products and services that the company produces and have had some 

good or bad experiences with it and are sharing those experiences. Ultimately, the 

company might produce the products and services, but don’t necessarily use them. 

But the customers do. So it’s no surprise that the quality of product rates so highly in 

the study results because there are plenty of folks in the cyberworld very willing to tell 

you of the actual quality of the product rather than the perceived quality that the 

company would willingly (but not necessarily truthfully) impart.  Quality control and 

quality assurance take on a new meaning when, as we said in the 1960s, the whole 

world is watching. And in the 21st century, the whole world is talking, too. 

But what makes Lee and Mangen’s work even more interesting and unique, 

especially in the CRM space, is that they recognize the limits of customer 

empowerment, too. In the report, they warn customers that too unforgiving a policy 

toward a particular company may put that company out of business (they use Ford, 

GM and Northwest Airlines as examples)—or at least do some serious damage to the 

very things that customers want. Also, their study data indicate that customer 

cynicism towards business often obstructs development of cooperative buyer-seller 

value creation—and in some quarters newly empowered customers are practicing 

“turnaround is fair play” with companies, perpetuating the traditional buyer-seller 
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power struggle, but with customers now having the upper hand. And THAT is not 

necessarily a good thing. 

It’s not just their recommendations that you should pay total attention to either. Don’t 

underestimate the value of the extensive statistical findings the study presents. For 

example, they show that older generations are more important than most businesses 

think when making decisions about target markets. Think about it this way. In my 

work, I find that the baby boomers are breaking all the previous “marketing wisdom” 

that exists about establishing brand acceptance by age 40 or so. The conventional 

thinking is that by the time you’re 40-45 years old, you know what brands you’re 

going to buy, so there’s no reason to target older age groups. That’s why you hear 

constantly about the “all important” 18-34 year old demographic in television ratings. 

But the reality is that studies have been done that show that the baby boomers, the 

change drivers in the 60s are also the change drivers of the 21st century when it 

comes to brand-based buying habits. They don’t have them. More than 60 percent 

are willing and able to change brands easily should they see the need to—and in the 

U.S. alone boomers controls over $1 trillion in spending power. So listen to the 

Lee/Mangen Duo here. They know from whence they speak— much more so than 

many supposed marketing and advertising pundits surrounding us. 

“Customers Say What Companies Don’t Want To Hear” proves a mission-critical 

strategic point. Businesses need to rethink their logic and develop new operating 

models based on customer centric behaviors and valuations. And customers need to 

act collaboratively with those businesses willing to provide the appropriate 

transparency. Customers need to make wise decisions on how they want to interact 

with companies and what they value from them. Then, and only then, as Lee and 

Mangen make quite clear, will true customer value be a part of the corporate 

portfolio.  

This study instructs businesses (and customers) in the implications of the new, 

customer-driven economy. Learn these lessons well. You now have the hard proof. 

Best thing you can do here is respond accordingly—hard as that may be. Dick Lee and 

David Mangen get it. I get it. Now you need to get it—and act on it. 
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AABBOOUUTT  TTHHEE  AAUUTTHHOORRSS  
 

 

his study marks the fourth, “for publication” research project conducted by 

customer research specialist David Mangen, Ph.D, president of Mangen 

Research Associates and customer-centric business consultant Richard Lee, 

principal of High-Yield Methods. In addition, Mangen and Lee have jointly conducted 

multiple proprietary customer research studies for clients. 

Their first published study, “Multi-function CRM Software: How good is it,” is notable 

for breaking the myth of high customer satisfaction with CRM software—and in 

particular, anticipating the fate awaiting Siebel Systems long before industry 

watchers and analysts realized the company was in trouble. Their second study, “The 

Blueprint for CRM Success,” clearly identifies the drivers of CRM success and 

establishes that successful CRM projects grow out of customer-centric business 

strategies. Their third and previous study, “The State of CRM 2003 – 2004,” revisits 

customer satisfaction with CRM software and accurately predicts winners and losers 

in the industry shakeout that had just begun. In contrast to their first three published 

projects, which focused on CRM industry concerns, this study more closely resembles 

their exploration of customer markets and behavior that has won them many 

accolades from appreciative consulting clients. 

David J. Mangen, Ph.D 
David Mangen is founder and President of Minneapolis-based 

Mangen Research Associates, Inc.(MRA), which since 1983 has 

provided full-service research and analysis services for clients 

needing to better understand customers and customer behaviors. 

MRA is among very few research firms nationally skilled in applying 

multivariate statistical analysis and effectively communicating the 

T 
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results to clearly identify issues and find answers in the marketplace. Clients retain 

MRA for support in product development, identification of emerging markets, 

developing and maintaining closed-loop customer satisfaction and retention systems, 

mining corporate databases, identifying key drivers of successful business outcomes, 

accurate sales forecasting, and price point optimization. MRA is best-known, 

however, for generating insight into the behavior of customers and helping clients 

take appropriate actions to strengthen customer relationships.  

MRA has developed many statistical analysis tools that are now used industry-wide, 

particularly in the financial services sector. The firm works with clients in both 

business-to-business and business-to-consumer environments, with a bias towards 

B2B and high customer value B2C environments. While its clients include numerous 

Fortune-level organizations, MRA also works with many mid-market companies that 

believe in understanding their customers.  

Dr. Mangen himself is known as a “researcher’s researcher.” Aside from his 

consulting work, his background includes a stint as a professor of research methods 

and statistics at the University of Southern California. Dr. Mangen is one of the 

country’s leading experts on using statistical modeling approaches such as LISREL™ 

and conjoint analysis, and has developed alternative methods that enhance conjoint 

studies conducted via telephone.   

Dr. Mangen is the author of eight books, including the internationally respected 

“Research Instruments in Social Gerontology” series (University of Minnesota Press) 

and “Customer Retention: Maximizing Customer Lifetime Profitability” (Sheshunoff / 

Thomson Financial), as well as numerous journal articles on research methods and 

statistical modeling.   

Richard A. Lee 
Customer-centricity and CRM consultant Richard (Dick) Lee, was 

among the founders of the relationship marketing movement in the 

early 1980s and among the first CRM specialists to practice  

customer relationship management from a business perspective, 

rather than a technology focus. Mr. Lee’s professional 
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accomplishments include: development of a strategic planning methodology 

designed to produce customer-centric outcomes, which is now in widespread use 

Internationally; developing and teaching the first graduate-level course in customer-

centric planning; introducing the “Four Steps to CRM Success” implementation 

planning approach, also in widespread use; and inventing the innovative “Visual 

Workflow” method of customer-aligning business strategies, business process and 

technology. 

Over his 25-year consulting career, Dick’s clients have included 3M Company, 

American Airlines, American Express, Fidelity Investments, General Electric, Medica, 

Microsoft and Pitney-Bowes. But he has also worked with many progressive medium 

and small enterprise companies determined to implement customer-centric business 

practices. 

In 1997, Dick wrote a seminal book, The Sales Automation Survival Guide, which 

gave the yet-to-be-named CRM movement a major shove in a strategic direction. In 

2000 he followed up with an updated work, The Customer Relationship Management 

Survival Guide, which broke more new ground by linking CRM to fundamental 

economic changes—and accurately predicted the future direction of the CRM 

movement. Following these works, Dick has put his entire consulting methodology 

into the public domain with the release of Strategic CRM: the complete 

implementation manual.  

As an outgrowth of his work and his writing, Dick travels internationally delivering 

conference keynote addresses and CRM workshops. His work and perspectives have 

been featured in “Business Week,” National Public Radio’s MarketPlace, 

“Newsweek,” “The Wall Street Journal” and numerous other print and web-based 

publications. He holds a BA from Reed College, Portland, Oregon and an MBA from 

the Sawyer School of Business, Suffolk University, Boston; and he also taught for 10 

years at the Graduate School of Business, University of St. Thomas in Minneapolis.  
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WWHHYY  DDOONN’’TT  CCOOMMPPAANNIIEESS  WWAANNTT  TTOO  HHEEAARR  TTHHIISS??  
 

 

rankly, this study is years overdue. Buyer-seller relationships in most developed 

economies have been evolving for twenty-plus years. And the changes, built 

around increasing customer empowerment, have been readily apparent for the past 

five years, even to companies and people resistant to these changes.  

Why has it taken so long? 
Companies concerned about responding to changing customer expectations should 

have long ago ripped off their business blinders and gone straight to customers to 

find out what’s important to them and what’s not. Instead, company inquiry into 

customer preferences has continued to limit input to subject areas that do not 

challenge traditional company control of customers. Companies have persisted in 

inquiring about customers in order to discover how best to change customer 

behavior—whereas true customer research in this age of customer empowerment 

must discover how customers want companies to change company behavior. These 

two objects of research and inquiry are diametrically opposed, which is why this study 

is such a departure from traditional customer research.  

Moreover, companies should not only have been busily learning about today’s “new” 

customers over these years; they should have been busily adapting to them, as well. 

Unfortunately, relatively few companies have been seriously learning about customer 

expectations and preferences—and even fewer have been seriously adapting to them.  

Redefining buyer-seller relationships 
To be certain, most companies are willing to change products to better suit 

customers. And they’re anxious to develop breakthrough new products and new 

product categories before customers even sense need or show receptivity. But this 

study is not about product design or product competition. Nor is about distribution, 

site selection, brand strength, promotional strategies or any other levers that 

F 
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companies are accustomed to pulling in order to boost sales—all of which have been 

steadily losing their effectiveness. 

This study concerns company behavior. How customers expect companies that want 

their business to act. What behaviors by sellers will trigger buyer business—and which 

behaviors customers are indifferent to or may even produce negative customer 

reactions.  

Increasingly and inevitably, company behavior is becoming the competitive 

battleground for business. Customer perceptions of company behavior are 

influencing buying decisions like never before. And how well companies adapt to 

buyer behavioral preferences will soon become a “make or break” factor—and has 

already made some and broken some. 

Why most companies “won’t go there” 
Despite the new environment, companies continue to depend on traditional 

customer investigation tools: customer satisfaction research, VOC (voice of the 

customer) studies, attrition research, competitive studies, brand research etc. All 

these tools provide input that fits into a “safe” and predefined business context 

where business knows how to respond to outcomes. But none of these formats 

encourage customers to set the context and report back what really matters to them. 

So why do companies continue using traditional customer investigation tools, instead 

of truly lending customers an ear? 

First and foremost, fear of change. Companies can act on findings from conventional 

customer research without initiating disruptive internal change, but not to this study’s 

findings. Beyond fearing change, companies also fear losing control by letting 

customers set the agenda, primarily because most companies don’t want customers 

leading them or telling them how to behave.  

 And beyond fear there’s self-deception: mistaken beliefs that market conditions will 

“get back to normal;” wishful thinking that pricing power will snap back to former 
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levels;1 delusions that companies can fool customers into thinking “we’re having 

things our way;” blind insistence on “staying the course,” whatever the turbulence; 

and buying into status quo protecting concepts such as “consensus management” 

that relieve management of leadership responsibilities—and thereby won’t support 

change.  

Basically, most companies are taking whatever bromides work for them to stave off 

reality, and that does not bode well for the continued health of these companies. 

Change can be too hard to bear for some—and it’s difficult for all 
Without meaning to preempt the full study report, just one example of what needs to 

change for companies to respond effectively to customers—and why it’s so difficult to 

accomplish—will help drive home why companies resist changing to meet customer 

expectations. 

Take empowering customer service employees to rely on their judgment—rather than 

rote rules and/or escalation—to resolve customer problems. Customers participating 

in this study give employee empowerment their second-highest rating as a positive 

factor triggering their purchase decisions. This would suggest that companies should 

be flocking to adopt employee empowerment practices. But they’re not. And those 

that try typically fail—because they try to “change without changing.”  

For example, a C-level manager sends out a memo on Friday afternoon saying, 

“Starting Monday, all customer contact employees will be empowered to resolve 

customer problems.” Great. Doesn’t say how. Or to what extent. Or what happens if 

they go “too far.” Or what role their first line supervisors, whose main job has been 

approving exceptions, play on Monday. Or, or, or. 

                                                 

1 Unfortunately, the business press has done the business community a big disservice by continually 
reporting that “pricing power is coming back.” Of course pricing power is increasing in a stronger 
economy. It will always ebb and flow, depending on economic conditions. However, the reality is that 
pricing power has taken a “permanent” hit and won’t return to 1990s levels for the foreseeable future. 
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In fact, as those experienced in helping companies become customer-centric know 

all too well, a number of steps must precede actually empowering customer-facing 

employees to resolve customer problems. 

Change in company values—empowering employees to help customers is 

meaningless (and futile) if not part of an overall change in company values regarding 

customers. Attempts to empower customer-facing employees without an overall 

values change are routinely undermined and marginalized.  

Organizational change—changing values without changing the organizational 

structure meets Freud’s definition of insanity:  

Doing the same thing over and over again 
but expecting a different outcome. 

Empowering line employees, for example, requires changing supervisory and 

management functions, sometimes multiple steps removed from customers. It will 

also likely reduce employee head count or lead to redeploying employees no longer 

needed to manage customer escalations. 

Training—empowerment is more than a white light glued to staff foreheads.  It has to 

be taught—then monitored (although not in the traditional second-guessing manner) 

and reinforced. Not that training people to do what they’re told is necessarily easy, 

but teaching them how to make appropriate decisions on their own consumes far 

more training resources. 

Business process—empowering line employees reverberates through workflow and 

work process,1 requiring significant redesign at both levels. This redesign, in turn, will 

likely require new technology support and re-training. And it may very well change job 

functions and staffing requirements. 

Business policies—formal business policies regarding which customers qualify for 

how much leeway must be developed and codified to support and guide empowered 

                                                 

1 Workflow pertains to how work (and information) move from function to function or from work station 
to work station within a function. Work process pertains to how an individual does his or her work. The 
two together comprise what’s commonly referred to as “business process.” 
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employees. Empowering customer service staff does not necessarily mean allowing 

customers to return tires to Nordstrom’s.1 

Compensation policies—most companies will have to (or want to) rewrite 

compensation policies to encourage desired behaviors, which differ greatly from 

previous desired behaviors. 

All this just to empower customer contact staff. 

Not only are all these changes challenging from a practical standpoint—but making 

these changes means allowing customers to significantly influence internal company 

decisions and policies, which is an enormous emotional hurdle for company 

management. 

More who don’t want to hear this 
No question that companies been averse to asking customers what they really want—

especially when customers are asking for different behavior, not just changes in 

products, pricing, logistics, promotion and other areas where business is accustomed 

to allowing customer input. But in addition, entities supporting companies’ 

interactions with customers—including the marketing industry, advertising agencies, 

the CRM industry and even the customer research community—aren’t always eager 

to generate this type customer input either. 

As readers will see from study outcomes, many customers aren’t positively 

influenced by traditional marketing practices. Nor are they overly swayed by brand 

advertising. And the supposedly customer-centric CRM industry is heavily engaged in 

certain activities that don’t deliver nearly as much value to customers as they deliver 

to the industry—and don’t deliver nearly as much as other company behaviors 

routinely neglected by CRM implementations. Even some research professionals are 

showing considerable reluctance to accept a new approach that they fear may 

obviate some of their standard fare. Change is hard on everyone. 

                                                 

1 In a frequently told story in customer care circles, a Nordstrom’s service agent accepted the return of 
a new set of tires—despite the fact that Nordstrom’s doesn’t sell tires. The source of this story is 
unknown, which is likely a good thing. 
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Above all, not one of these support categories is accustomed to allowing clients’ end-

customers to dictate support practices. Instead, marketing, advertising and even 

CRM are still operating in the mode of persuading customers to do their clients’ 

bidding—rather than accepting a more reactive role and keying support activities off 

customers’ preferences and expectations. The difference between “persuading” 

customers versus “reacting to customers” is a critical distinction that helps separate 

traditional companies from more customer-focused companies. 

Why bother doing the study? 
For all the resistance among the seller-side constituencies to hearing from customers 

how they want companies and support services to behave, is there a purpose or 

audience for this study? 

Perhaps not. But taking the optimistic viewpoint, there’s been so much talking the 

talk regarding the increased importance of adapting to customers that it’s more than 

past time to start walking the walk. For those companies and executives that do 

decide to “take the long hard walk,” some guidance from customers to keep them on 

the right path could be invaluable. 

Further, some highly visible casualties caused by not heeding customers—GM, Ford 

and the major airlines prominent among them—are finally jump starting at least some 

changes in company behavior. Nothing like the sound of fresh blood spilling to wake 

up somnolent companies. And the hemorrhaging from companies with a deaf ear to 

customers is only beginning.   

Finally, while the presence of success stories such as Amazon.com, Nordstrom’s and 

Toyota—all companies that have profited greatly through their customer insight—

hasn’t been sufficient to kick start change, there are more success stories to come 

(including some identified in this study). And complementing more prevalent 

evidence that meeting customer expectations helps companies meet business 

expectations with more and more “blood on the tracks” cases just may be enough to 

finally stimulate company, and even support service, changes to meet customer 

expectations. The study authors certainly hope so. 
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CCOONNTTEEXXTT  FFOORR  TTHHEE  SSTTUUDDYY  
 

 

his study evolved from the authors’ concerns over how poorly companies are 

coping with a sea change in traditional buyer-seller relationships. The 

accelerating movement towards customer empowerment and away from relatively 

passive, customary buyer roles has already caught a significant percentage of the 

business community off-guard, causing significant damage as a result. And this 

customer transition threatens to wreak far more havoc in the near-term future.  

These customer changes began slowly, below the surface, during the 1980s. By the 

mid-1990s they started ruffling the waters. And now in the 2000s they continue to 

gain force and are seriously challenging traditional business practices that have 

stood firm for decades. To say that most companies must respond to these customer 

changes soon or risk their continued viability is not overstatement. However, to date, 

business community response has been spotty at best—and often ineffective or even 

inappropriate. 

Why so? Classic resistance to change aside, in large part due to a serious information 

gap—a gap that this study can help close. 

Fundamentally, this study is designed to help business better cope with 
customer change 

The business community’s difficulties responding to changing customer expectations 

all tie back, at least in part, to this information gap. For example, some business 

leaders remain unconvinced that they’re operating in rapidly evolving customer 

markets, which makes them highly resistant to risking internal change in response to 

“supposed” customer change. Unfortunately for these leaders and their companies, 

standing pat and maintaining traditional business practices in the face of what’s 

transpiring in the marketplace poses far more risk than changing their internal 

practices, no matter how embedded the relevant practices are.  

T 
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In other cases, company leaders, see the changes but assume they can fool 

customers into believing their companies are responding. Years ago this may have 

worked, but not today. In most cases, the only ones fooled are the perpetrators of 

these deceptions, themselves.  

And in a minority of cases, company leaders do see that customers are changing 

their behavior and want to react accordingly. Unfortunately, lacking sufficient 

understanding of what today’s “new” buyers want from sellers, they’re forced to 

respond based on hunches or assumptions rather than hard facts—and the outcomes 

are rarely commensurate with their positive intent.    

The historical context for change  
Especially for the benefit of company leaders who view the “supposed” changes in 

customer behavior as either loose speculation or an aberration that will cease once 

things “return to normal,” some context surrounding customer change should clarify 

matters.  

In the early to mid-1980s, a small number of companies very attuned to their 

customers1 began noticing two distinct effects of the rapid introduction of new 

technologies into business. 

First, windows of opportunity for new products began narrowing, as new technologies 

helped competitors match and copy product innovations within much shorter than 

accustomed time frames. Consequently, customary questions about whether 

companies could establish a competitive product edge evolved into asking whether 

companies could sustain a competitive edge.2 While answers to the former question 

were still often “yes,” answers to the latter were increasingly “no.” 

To those willing to accept what was occurring, a range of implications loomed 

ahead—most importantly that product parity would soon be more the rule than the 

exception; and that maintaining a competitive edge, including holding onto 

                                                 

1 3M Company and Apple Computer notable among them. 

2 For a greatly expanded description of this phenomenon, read Michael Porter’s exceptional article, 
“What Is Strategy,” published in the November-December 1996 issue of the Harvard Business Review. 
It’s available for purchase on the HBR website. 
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customers, would eventually require more than product superiority. Because product 

features were becoming readily replicable, acquiring and holding customers would 

require some manner of relating or responding to them beyond just pushing product. 

The second impact of rapid introduction of new technologies was increased 

productivity. New automation technologies were increasing not only manufacturing 

production rates, but were making distribution, retail and service businesses more 

productive as well. And progressive business executives understood that one 

outcome of increased productivity would be oversupply.  

But the productivity effects of increased automation cut even deeper. These new 

technologies were also giving companies the capability to ramp up production in 

unaccustomedly short time cycles and even split markets by particularizing products 

to better suit the needs of market niches. Hence, traditional “supply-demand” 

analysis had to evolve into “potential-demand” analysis—a much slipperier base for 

planning than the former that often left companies exposed to unexpected 

competition and markets flooded with goods. 

These outcomes—growing product parity; growing inability to maintain customer 

loyalty or even acquire new customers through product superiority alone; the 

potential for oversupply and reduced barriers to market entry—all helped open the 

door to customer empowerment, and eventually buyer-dominated markets. But these 

outcomes were then and still are today at odds with a seller-dominated business 

environment that is not only deeply entrenched, but worth hanging onto at all costs to 

the business community. A classic case of “irresistible force meets immovable 

object.” 

Roots of traditional customer behavior 
Beginning in the 1950s, a confluence of factors including expanded spending power 

in developed countries, the power of mass merchandising (ignited by television), 

mass production that keeps prices down, and in the U.S. a “78 million pound 
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elephant walking across the time line”1 conspired to whip up consumer demand for 

goods and services to levels equal to or exceeding production capacity in most 

industries. That meant a relative shortage of goods and services in many markets, 

which created a long-standing, overall sellers market that afforded most buyers 

relatively little leverage. And as a result, most customers fell into a passive role, 

sometimes just being thankful for getting what they could get.  

The roots of change 
When technology-induced market changes began taking root in the 1980s, the 

sellers market that lasted four decades (or arguably five) started unraveling, albeit 

very slowly at first. Then, after picking up steam during the 1990s, in 2001 a very 

different confluence of economic factors than experienced in the 1950s ratcheted up 

the unraveling process: 

 The U.S. and other economies experienced a recession. 

 Inventories piled up. 

 Prices either remained static or fell from peak levels—to the extent that 
deflation in some key economic sectors became a real possibility. 

 e-commerce was continuing to grow by leaps and bounds, winning business 
away from traditional channels and undermining traditional retail sales. 

 The “78 million pound elephant”—at least its front feet—were maturing and 
consequently evolving from “borrowing/spending” mode into very different 
purchasing patterns befitting its age—ranging from investment-oriented 
purchasing to trading in car performance for car comfort; and from losing 
taste for carbonated beverages to trading concern with price for concern with 
quality. 2 

 The self-centered behavior of the boomer generation as a whole provided a 
very receptive audience for the power shift from sellers to buyers.  

                                                 

1 Ken Dychtwald’s metaphor for the Baby Boomer generation in his classic book, “Age Wave,” Kenneth 
Dychwald, Ph.D., Bantam Books, 1990. Other developed countries experienced similar phenomena. 

2 In “Age Wave,” Dychtwald uses the analogy of a “seventy-eight million pound elephant” moving 
across the timeline—at a totally predictable speed of one year every twelve months—yet instead of 
being ready for it, we always wind up shooting arrows at its butt. This analogy very much applies to 
business, which barely anticipated the inevitable purchase behavior change in early boomers as they 
matured. The American automotive industry and malt beverage brewers count among the biggest 
victims of failing to track with changes in Baby Boomer purchasing patterns. 
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 The generation following “the elephant” was slight by comparison, and could 
not sustain growth in many sectors in the face of Baby Boomer purchasing 
fall-off. 

From a customer perspective, you might say the stars finally fell into alignment. From 

the seller perspective, this was all bad news. And a primary outcome of this 

confluence of events was the long-delayed tipping of the scales in the customer 

direction,1 leaving buyers more empowered than sellers. 

While some consider this a remarkable occurrence, what’s remarkable is that it took 

so long. However, the inertia from the long period of seller-empowered stability that 

began in the 1950s was actually strong enough to delay the advent of major 

customer changes caused by changing market conditions—which is why we’re only 

now dealing with these customer outcomes twenty-five years after change started. In 

fact, this very strong inertia influencing business to stand pat and restraining 

customers from becoming more assertive converted what might otherwise have been 

customer revolution into customer evolution.2 

While falling short of “revolutionary strength,” the economic events of the early 

2000’s certainly accelerated the evolutionary pace. Many customers came face-to-

face with their empowered status—and they began exercising it. As a result, 

companies had to shut their eyes to reality in order to continue pretending to be in 

control—especially considering that so many companies were sitting on excess 

inventory, their pricing power had diminished dramatically, internal growth prospects 

were often headed for the exit door with “the elephant,” and customers were 

demanding more and more of them. 

But demanding what? What do customers really want, now that they have much 

more leverage over sellers? Without really knowing, business has been just “winging 

it,” “hedging,”3 stabbing in the dark, whichever expression you prefer—and as the 

                                                 

1 While buyer-seller tension will forever be a part of business, by the time the recession ended in 
2003, “weight” had shifted irretrievably from the seller side to the buyer side.  

2 Books and articles touting a “customer revolution” ignore the historical context for customer change 
and its very slow pace. 

3 Michael Porter’s term. 
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study’s data show, all too often missing the mark. Not surprisingly, many of the 

misses result from companies wanting to dictate to customers what customers want. 

Cheating on change 
While sellers committed to adapting to new customer behaviors are being forced to 

guess about how to change their behavior, sellers with less of a commitment to 

change are taking advantage of the lack of specific knowledge about new customer 

behaviors by framing “customer” preferences as an extension of how sellers want 

them to behave. Without data to challenge these misassumptions, companies can 

justify continued attempts to persuade customers to see things the seller’s way—

until, of course, market results prove them wrong. And even then many sellers blame 

their disappointing results exclusively on economic factors or competitive issues—

instead of on their failure to respond effectively to a changing customer environment. 

Companies genuinely attempting to respond to customers are typically 
taking one of two tacks 

Most companies attempting to respond to customers are aiming at one of two 

destinations: 

1. Trying to become “customer-aware”— at a macro level, implementing some or 
all of a range of activities including: working harder to develop innovative 
products and services that solve customer problems, rather than just 
extending existing product lines; setting customer segment and customer 
retention sales goals in place of traditional product or brand sales goals;1 
opening new sales channels to give customers choice; treating customer 
service as an investment, rather than a cost center; and in general listening to 
customers and taking their input more seriously.  

2. Implementing Customer Relationship Management (CRM)—at a micro level, 
beyond the preceding high-level measures: more aggressively acquiring and 
better managing customer information; never asking customers to give the 
same information twice; providing employees a 360° view of the customer;2 
cross-selling products based on knowledge of current relationships plus 
customer profiling; redesigning sales and marketing processes; and 
automating marketing and selling using CRM and/or analytics software.  

                                                 

1 Procter & Gamble was among the first to make this transition. 

2 Providing all customer-facing employees with all available information about the customer, including 
transaction histories. 
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Product-driven companies typically head for macro-level customer 
awareness—while marketing-oriented companies tend towards micro-level 
CRM 

“Make a good product and customers will beat a path to your door” has morphed into 

“make a good basic product, tailor it to suit specific groups of customers, sell it 

where customers want to buy, sell it for an attractive price and customers might poke 

their heads inside and sniff.” Many companies and business units that have ignored 

this change are limping or have already left us. IBM in PCs; Siebel Systems and 

Clarify in business software; Lord & Taylor and Brooks Brothers in fashion; Coach 

Leather; the major airlines and major department stores—all have relied on their 

traditional products backed by brand strength and media advertising to stay on top. 

But they haven’t responded adequately to changing customer expectations, so 

they’re either gone or in some state of disrepair instead. 

Fortunately, a significant number of product-driven companies that are less change-

averse are sincerely trying to develop more customer awareness. Companies that 

adopt macro-level customer awareness are taking some or all of the strategic 

measures described above—but beyond these specific initiatives, the most 

successful of them are instituting company-wide values changes that lead towards 

making customers the focal point of the company. Unfortunately, such companies 

remain a distinct minority.  

Companies with a traditional marketing focus instead of product focus are tending to 

go a step further by implementing CRM, which is a “ground up,” tactical endeavor 

that should follow the establishment of customer-centric business strategies.1 

Despite their high expense, many CRM implementations do succeed—at least in the 

sense of providing payback. But three issues still inhibit CRM success.  

First, many CRM implementations precede establishment of customer-centric 

business strategies. Implementing companies ignore the customer-centric elements 

and attempt to go straight to CRM technology in order to squeeze more out of 

                                                 

1 Customer-centric business strategies are built upon the premise that companies have to add new 
value to customers before customers will deliver new value back to companies. 
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customers.1 These implementations rarely succeeded in accomplishing anything 

other than losing money and creating internal turmoil.  

Second, many CRM implementations are stimulated by hyper-aggressive sales and 

marketing practices of the “CRM industry”—which includes both CRM and analytics 

software vendors plus CRM implementation consultants who help clients adopt the 

software. These CRM implementations wind up much more technology-oriented than 

customer-oriented—and typically suffer the same fate as those putting the cart before 

the horse by implementing CRM before developing customer-centric strategies. 

Third, by dint of not fully understanding what customers value and what they don’t, 

the majority of CRM implementations go at least partly off course and leave 

substantial opportunity on the table as a result. 

Regardless of which tack companies take, most miss their mark 
On the macro, customer awareness side, more companies are talking a good game 

than are delivering much. Attempts to deceive customers into believing companies 

have strong customer awareness and customer responsiveness are rampant—and 

often transparent to today’s smarter and more cynical customers. They are also 

largely futile. However, even when the intent is good, good results don’t necessarily 

follow. A few companies have wowed customers with the depth of their customer 

awareness—and have been rewarded for it2—but most have reaped but meager 

rewards for their efforts.  

On the CRM front, things are both better and worse. They’re better because 50% or 

more of CRM implementations are reaching payback within a reasonable time (three 

years).3 Worse because approximately a third of CRM implementations outright fail, 

including a large number of “crash and burn” cases that often involve total 

abandonment of expensive CRM software systems. Further, while carefully 

                                                 

1 The phrase “customer intimacy” was popular in the 1990s. In most cases, the intent of companies 
using it was to stick both hands into customer pockets. 

2 Examples include Amazon, Nordstrom’s and Southwest Airlines on the consumer side; 3M Company, 
American Express and Hilton and Marriott hotels on the business side. 

3 A previous study by the authors, The Blueprint for CRM Success, HYM Press, 2002, documented the 
success rate and success factors for CRM implementations. 
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implemented CRM initiatives can certainly be profitable,1 much of the profit is often 

generated by improving internal operating efficiencies (doing the same things better) 

or applying more marketing and sales pressure, rather than developing genuine 

responsiveness to customers. In fact, as this report will discuss, even successful 

CRM initiatives often focus much of their energy on activities that don’t positively 

influence customers to purchase—and may even impede purchase—instead of 

supporting the company behaviors that customers most want. 

To reiterate, root problems dragging down results at both the macro and micro level 

are: 

 Companies lacking detailed, accurate information about customer buying 
triggers in their industry. 

 Doubting that customers are really changing. 

 Naively believing that companies can fool customers by pretending to change 
their spots.  

By pulling information “straight from customers’ mouths,” this study will help fill 

costly information voids and also correct the considerable amount of misinformation 

perpetrated by guessing at what customers want—misinformation that magically 

changes customer expectations into what companies want to deliver. And hopefully, 

the report will persuade at least some business leaders resistant to “giving in to 

customers” to see which way the wind is blowing—and motivate them to tack in the 

right direction. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

                                                 

1 The afore-mentioned study revealed that well-planned CRM implementations that started with 
strategy and ended with CRM (or analytical) software implementation—rather than beginning with 
software—were by far the most likely to succeed. 
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WWHHAATT  TTHHEE  NNUUMMBBEERRSS  SSAAYY  
 

 

he survey instrument asked participants to put aside their professional roles and 

put on their “customer hats,” then rate to what degree 20 different company 

behaviors1 (factors) influence their personal buying decisions. Participants rated the 

importance of these factors in up to three industries from a prescribed list. The 

customer ratings subsequently provided the statistical basis for identifying the four 

principal “dimensions” of company behavior shown below.2 

60.3%

37.2%

49.4%

18.2%

51.5%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Customer Focus

Information Sharing

Aggressive Pricing

Business as Usual

Convenience

 

                                                 

1 The study authors subjected the factor list to considerable peer review to limit the potential for 
personal bias creeping in. 

2 Convenience is an unassigned factor, rather than a dimension, but it’s elevated to dimension level in 
charts for tracking purposes. 

T 
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The percentages on the vertical axis of the chart represent how often customers gave 

factors within each dimension either the highest or second highest rating.1 The 

section “Essential Vocabulary” explains this “top two box” scoring method and the 

research rationale for employing it here. 

The four dimensions 
Customer Focus:  The Customer Focus dimension includes customer-friendly 

behaviors such as empowering employees to address issues and communicating 

honestly and respectfully with customers. From a statistical perspective, Customer 

Focus also includes product quality and meeting customer needs (which pertains to 

products), which occurred because customers that rated the customer-friendly 

behaviors highly also rated these two product attributes highly. In creating this link, 

customers are saying that product strength alone cannot cover up for customer 

indifference—and conversely, that customer-friendly behaviors alone can’t cover up 

for weak product. 

Customers rate Customer Focus company behaviors the most influential in driving 

purchase selection, and  by a wide margin. 

Information sharing:  These are in-company customer information management 

behaviors that provide companies with internal visibility to customer information and 

customer data sharing among functions. The customer relationship management 

(CRM) industry represents that these behaviors are essential to building strong 

customer relationships. 

Customers rate Information Sharing behaviors a very weak third as buying 

influences. 

Aggressive pricing:  This dimension includes “every-day” pricing, volume-based 

pricing and incentives. It should be noted that the study’s prescribed industry list 

skews heavily towards “considered purchase” (versus commodity) sectors, which 

likely affected price-related ratings to at least some degree.  

                                                 

1 Based on a zero through seven rating scale. 
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Although Aggressive Pricing behaviors certainly do exert buying influence, customers 

rate pricing a distant second in importance.1 

Business as Usual:  In this dimension, customers lump together brand strength, 

cross-selling, automating customer service and sellers recognizing important 

anniversaries—behaviors they expect from companies. Here, it was not a case of 

commonly high ratings among factors that formed the dimension (because there 

were few high ratings), but shared low ratings. 

Despite the presence of brand strength in this dimension, it bottoms out in potential 

to sway buyers. 

Individual factors within the dimensions 
The relative importance of the individual factors within and across the dimensions 

will surprise many business professionals—and in fact may surprise substantial 

portions of several whole business professions.  

As shown by the chart on the following page, Customer Focus factors are truly 

dominant, occupying the first through fourth slots and the sixth through eighth in the 

overall rankings hierarchy. Customers are making a strong statement that they will 

buy more from those companies that put their (customers) needs first than from 

others that focus on traditional marketing practices—including brand-building, cross-

selling and emphasizing online customer service.  

That, in and of itself, is a powerful statement. However, there’s an even deeper 

implication to this data. The wave of change that’s converting past sellers markets 

into today’s buyers markets is carrying companies to a fork in the road. One fork 

circles back to the past. The other points to the future. But deciding which fork to 

take, instead of being simple logic, will put many companies “between a rock and a 

hard place.” The decision is really over whether companies are willing to cede 

substantial power to customers, thereby accepting the uncertainty of conducting 

                                                 

1 The skew in the survey base towards upscale customers also plays a factor here. See the section 
“Survey Base Composition” for specifics. 
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business in a substantially different manner—versus refusing to accept that business 

and markets have changed in order to justify standing pat.    

Who’s in charge? 
Companies—and their agencies 

and support services—are 

accustomed to trying to 

persuade customers to do 

what’s right for companies. But 

customers are now saying they 

want companies to do what’s 

right for them. And in today’s 

hyper-competitive markets—

many showing effects of 

chronic oversupply and loss of 

seller pricing power—customers 

have the upper hand. Adapting 

to this new reality will require 

that companies stop trying to 

control customers—and instead  

react and respond to them. And 

when companies reach this 

fork in the road, many will stop 

and dither. They’ll know what 

they have to do, but they’ll be unable to pull the switch. And that will be a fatal 

indecision for some. 

Dimension Factor % top 2 box 
ratings 

Quality products 76.4% 

Employees empowered 71.0% 

Addresses customer needs 65.0% 

Communicates honestly 64.9% 

Continually earns loyalty 56.7% 

Communicates respectfully 56.7% 

Won’t sell wrong product 51.6% 

  Customer Focus 

Seeks customer input 40.5% 

Shares information internally 40.6% Information 
Sharing 360° view of customer 33.8% 

Consistent best prices 58.0% 

Incentives for business 49.8% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Offers big  customer pricing 40.4% 

Strong brand 34.5% 

Automated customer service 31.6% 

Believes in cross-selling 11.4% 

Narrow line of products 13.8% 

Sends birthday cards 9.0% 

Business as Usual 

Outsources customer service 8.9% 

Other Convenient purchase 51.5% 
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WWHHAATT  DDOOEESS  AALLLL  TTHHIISS  MMEEAANN??  
 

 

he study includes substantially more statistical findings—including data tying 

factor scores to industries, using factor scores to form behavioral segments, and 

linking customer behavior patterns to industries. Based primarily on the dimension 

and factor data shown so far, but incorporating additional findings, the study data 

lead to a number of very significant and often surprising insights: 

 Customer empowerment is now, not “somewhere down the road.” 

 The same is true of the transition from sellers markets to buyers markets in 
first-tier economies.1 

 After 50 years of sellers markets, buyers are taking widespread control of 
buyer-seller relationships, and many companies don’t know how to respond. 

 There’s a growing gap between customer expectations and company 
behavior, which creates opportunity for some companies and increasing risk 
to others. 

 Market changes are sweeping companies towards a critical fork in the road—
where they have to decide whether to continue operating in traditional 
command and control mode relative to customers or let go and follow the 
customer’s lead. 

 By acting in self-interest instead of client interest, the marketing, advertising 
and CRM industries have perpetuated (or even widened) the customer-
company gap. 

 Marketers and advertising agencies grossly overestimate the effectiveness of 
their communication with customers—most notably brand-building, which 
customers disclaim as a significant influence for considered purchase goods.2  

 Empowering employees to make what’s wrong right means far more to 
customers than companies buying gobs of “customer management” 
technology. 

                                                 

1 And the transition is certainly not limited to first-tier economies. It’s happening at varying paces 
almost world-wide. 

2 The study focuses on customer buying influences for considered purchase (rather than commodity) 
goods. 

T 
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 At a high level, customers are basing purchase decisions significantly more on 
customer focused company behaviors than on the three other behavioral 
dimensions (groups of behaviors) the study identifies—pricing, information 
sharing and traditional marketing. 

 Customers rate price second to customer focus in buying influence, with 
traditional marketing practices—including brand-building and automating 
customer service—rated least important by a wide margin. 

 Drilling down to the individual company behavior level, empowering 
employees was the second most desired factor, topped only by product 
quality.   

 Product quality unaccompanied by customer focused behaviors such as 
empowering employees, solving customer problems and communicating 
respectfully and honestly is no longer a significant, standalone buying trigger. 

 Customer demographics, the most common customer segmentation tool, 
ineffectively predicts customer purchase decisions. 

 Perceptions common among CRM advocates in particular that customers are 
looking for closer relationships with companies are overstated: first because 
customers are more demanding than previously; and second because many 
customers are adopting a “do unto others what others have done unto you” 
stance towards either business in general or certain companies in particular.1 

 Research data along with empirical evidence point to customers in extreme 
cases developing a “group think” and “group mentality” to the detriment of 
out-of-favor companies such as Wal-mart, Ford, GM and Northwest Airlines. 

 Customers globally rate Amazon.com the most customer-centric company—
and Wal-mart the least. This should serve as a shot across Wal-mart’s bow as 
it tries to enter more upscale markets, where customer focus, not price, is the 
dominant purchase factor. 

 

                                                 

1 The verbatim comments customers provided together with nominations of lowest rated companies 
from a customer-centricity perspective give a sense of many customers left distrustful and even 
looking for retribution (unfortunately, space constraints meant we could only publish a small sampling 
of comments). Empirical evidence supplied by customer-company conflicts identified in the study 
further corroborates this point. 
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LLIISSTT  OOFF  HHIIGGHHEESSTT  &&  LLOOWWEESSTT  RRAATTEEDD  CCOOMMPPAANNIIEESS  
 

 

Survey respondents were asked to name the three highest and lowest performing 

companies from a customer-centricity standpoint based on their experience—plus 

provide comments regarding each nomination. Sample comments are included in the 

sections “Highest Rated Companies” and “Lowest Rated Companies.” 

The winners (and losers) are listed below in order of net positive (or negative) votes 

received.1 

Highest Rated 
1. Amazon.com (4.2%)2 

2. Nordstrom’s (3.8%) 

3. Toyota/Lexus (3.7%) 

4. Southwest Airlines (3.3%) 

5. Dell Computer (2.6%) 3 

6. Marriott Hotels (2.4%) 

7. American Express (2.0%) 

8. Hilton Hotels (1.8%) 

Lowest Rated 
1. Wal-mart/Sam’s Club (3.8%)4 

2. Sprint/Nextel (2.0%) 

                                                 

1 Because many companies received nominations for both categories, negative votes were subtracted 
from the positive total (or vice versa) to arrive at a net total. 

2 The percentages reflect the percentage of ratings on which each company was named. 

3 Dell actually garnered sufficient negative vote to qualify for the “worst” category, but the net of 
positives versus negatives was a considerable plus number. 

4 Several of the “worst” votes for Wal-mart apparently relate to “social justice” issues rather than 
company operations. However, Wal-mart would have made the list even without these votes. 
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FFOORR  BBUUSSIINNEESSSS  AATT  LLAARRGGEE  

 

 

uyers and sellers are falling further and further out of sync. Want proof? Ask 

executive team members from any company with multiple layers of hierarchy 

separating management from customers why customers make buying 

decisions. Then compare their answers with what customers report in this study. 

Except in rare instances, no comparison. That’s partly because executives will base 

their answers on historical conditions—how customers made purchase decisions 

back when they were pups, and closer to customers. In fact, customers did behave 

very differently as recently as a decade ago, and even more so two decades ago. But 

also, this perception gap exists because business is in deep denial over the role 

customers are assuming in today’s markets. 

What’s changed about customers? Fundamentally, developed economies are 

experiencing a profound shift from being seller-driven to buyer-driven, with often 

negative implications for business profitability.1 And unfortunately, the vast majority 

of companies are so unreceptive to dealing with the consequences of this 

fundamental shift of power from sellers to buyers that they’ve stuck their head in the 

sand, or elsewhere, to avoid dealing with the consequences.  

Interestingly, senior managers of these companies, with their “customer hats” on, are 

undergoing the very same changes in customer behavior—but they’ve managed to 

dissociate themselves as customers from themselves as business managers to avoid 

questioning whether they can continue running their business as businesses are 

traditionally run. Which does not include opening their ears and doors to customers  

                                                 

1 This change is discussed in depth in the preceding section, “Context for the Study.” 

B 
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and letting them into the decision loop.1 But absent psychoses, such dissociative 

behavior tends to resolve itself—usually by accepting reality. 

Fortunately for forward acting companies, that’s exactly what customers want—for 

companies to accept that customers are increasingly in the driver’s seat. Customers 

are expressing how they’d like companies to conduct their business. And they want 

companies to listen.2 Business success will be made (and lost) according to which 

companies get into alignment with customers first. 

This power shift from sellers to buyers revolves around customer empowerment. 

Customers are increasingly emboldened to ask for things their way, and increasingly 

likely to up and leave and find a more compatible seller if they don’t get “their way.”  

While new customer expectations can cover lots of ground, the study finds that the 

most common are for: 

 Quality products designed to solve customer problems or enhance customer 
experience. 

 Delivered to customers through empowered employees. 

 With honest and respectful communication.  

 And for many, but not all customers, sold at aggressive price levels. 

Note that there’s no mention of brand-strength, or cross-selling to current customers, 

or automating customer service included here. And even such CRM staples as 360° 

view of customers or internal information sharing don’t rank with the above as 

customer buying triggers. 

The top line message in all this is clear: Kick start your efforts to tailor how you 

conduct business to meet customer preferences—which requires opening your ears 

and doors to customers.  

                                                 

1 For more detail on business resistance to change, see the preceding section, “Why Don’t Companies 
Want to Hear This?” 

2 A striking example of buyers demanding that customers listen is new Hewlett-Packard CEO Mark 
Hurd’s experience talking to corporate buyers. HP had organized corporate sales to suit itself, not 
customers. Customers laid it on the line with Hurd, and fortunately for HP, he’s responding 
appropriately. 
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Just this is enough to make some senior managers choke. “After all, it’s our business, 

and we get to run it the way we want to.” And, “We’re entitled to a profit and 

customers have to understand that.” No you don’t, and no they don’t. These buyer-

seller conflicts represent differences between seller-driven markets of the past and 

customer-driven markets of the present and future. Somehow, perhaps each in their 

own way, companies must internally acknowledge that customers now have the 

upper hand, then reflect that in their future dealings with customers. 

As a sidebar demonstrating just how disputatious some sets of buyer-seller relations 

have become—if General Motors believes that U.S. consumers (also known as 

American citizens) are going to stand for a government bailout following its years-

long, stubborn refusal to bow to customers—you just might see a real “American 

Revolution.”1 U.S. consumers hold the fate of General Motors (and Ford Motor 

Company) in their hands. If either company fails to respect customer empowerment 

and adapt to higher customer expectations, it will be a fast “lights out.” 

Company “to do” list 
 Recognize and respect changes in buyer-seller relationships. 

 Also recognize that companies will no longer succeed through excellence in 
marketing, or product leadership, or production and delivery strengths alone. 
Each will have to be coupled with Customer Focus in order to be effective. 

 Don’t wait for a “return to normal” where sellers will regain the upper hand. It’s 
not coming anytime soon. 

 Understand that many customers are angry and raw over how they’ve been 
mistreated in the past—and lots would rather extract a pound of company flesh 
rather than develop a  warm and cozy relationship with certain sellers. 

 Kick start the process of adapting to empowered customers and higher customer 
expectations. 

 Don’t get self-congratulatory over doing now what you should have done years 
prior. 

 Learn from companies already embarked on this path—from Amazon.com to GE 
to Southwest Airlines to Marriott Hotels. 

                                                 

1 Despite having an admittedly stale product line-up that customers are reluctant to buy without deep 
discounts, GM’s advertising continues to describe its product lineup as an “American Revolution.” 
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FFOORR  SSEENNIIOORR  MMAANNAAGGEEMMEENNTT  
 

 

he study outcomes should give senior managers pause, plus a whole new 

agenda as well. It won’t be a pleasant agenda to carry out. Basically, it involves: 

changing corporate culture to become far more customer-centric; which takes being 

a fearless leader unafraid of failure or criticism;1 involves restaffing, especially at the 

middle management level but at the senior level as well; and may even induce a 

temporary dip in financial results (and in your stock price, if you’re public). 

Plus, there’s another serious impediment—senior management’s own view of 

customers. Despite lots of disingenuous “our customers” talk, many senior managers 

still view customers the way archetypal college frat boys view women—objects to be 

manipulated and exploited. Old habits die hard, and this self-serving view of 

customers won’t recede easily. Yes, a Jeff Bezos2 or Meg Whitman3 can see 

customers differently, coming in from the outside. But what about insiders to 

corporate life? Well, look at companies such as 3M, Enterprise Rent-a-Car and Best 

Buy. Their corporate management gets it about customers in a big way. So others 

can, too. 

But considering all the hurdles, why should you, if you’re a senior manager, tackle 

turning your company inside out? 

Well, let’s look at the alternatives: 

                                                 

1 For an excellent resource on management qualities need to guide companies through change, visit 
http://www.theleaderstoolbox.com, or pick up a copy of site sponsor Ralph Jacobson’s outstanding 
book, “Leading for a Change,” Butterworth Heinemann, 2000. Jacobson is recognized as an 
outstanding change management and executive skills development consultant. 

2 Founder and CEO of Amazon.com. 

3 CEO of eBay. 
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 A primary competitor could take the customer-centric leap, then kick your 
competitive butt. 

 If you’re with a large company, smaller companies that can better manage 
change may suddenly turn into customer-centric piranhas and work you over 
from your toes on up.  

 If you’re a market leader or have a skeleton or two in your closet,1 customers 
may turn you into a piñata and take out on you their disdain for industry 
intransigence towards change. 

 If your company slips in any way—such as experiencing a major recall or 
running afoul of government regulation or inadvertently injuring or even killing 
customers—customers will leave like ships leaving a sinking rat.2 

 Plus, you’re almost certain to experience high levels of customer churn from 
customers switching among companies looking for “something better”— and 
the costs of having to constantly replace lost business will leech out much or 
most of your profits, if you’re still profitable. 

Not pretty. But considering there’s no relief in sight from the factors causing the 

power shift between buyers and sellers, your company will have to make the leap 

sooner or later. Yes, it might be a less-drastic leap later—but that’s if you’re still 

around and healthy enough to survive change. And even if you survive the wait, you’ll 

suffer it too. 

Senior management “to do” list 
 Start your transition with cultural change. 

 Prepare yourself and your company for some turnover among change-resistant 
management and staff. 

 Clearly state (and constantly restate) your customer-focused goals. 

 Reward the troops who lead the charge. 

 Find your “inner customer,” and become your company’s customer advocate.

                                                 

1 No matter what Ford Motor Company does, some customers appalled by the Ford Explorer tire failure 
scandal will make Ford the whipping boy for the industry. 

2 Interestingly, Ford never takes this factor into account, at least publicly, when discussing its declining 
sales. 
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FFOORR  TTHHEE  MMAARRKKEETTIINNGG  IINNDDUUSSTTRRYY  
 

 

heoretically, marketing lives out at the vanguard of business. Being the hunting 

dog that flushes out new opportunity. Being the scout that brings back 

competitive moves. Being the brainstormer that introduces new ideas. 

So what happened? 

What happened is that the hunting dog became very comfortable in a few very 

productive fields, then kept flushing those fields after the prey moved on. The scout 

continued to monitor the competition, but forgot to track customers. And the 

brainstormer fell in love with brand and forgot how to think. 

Today, marketing is in a rut, with its traditional role becoming less relevant by the 

year but no new role in sight. Of course, marketing is adapting to the web, albeit 

somewhat behind the curve. And most marketers are aware that something is 

changing with customers. But the love affair with brand goes on and on. And 

marketing continues to operate in a time warp, as if the past 10 years never 

happened, except for the Internet. 

Considering all this, the study results will come as a shock to many marketers. In 

particular, the way customers self-describe their buying behaviors is at great odds 

with marketing’s common view of customers.1 

The vast majority of what’s called “marketing” today is predicated on one central 

belief: 

The best way to increase  sales is to lead customers to products by 

influencing (even manipulating) them with promotional communication. 

                                                 

1 Marketers reading this that have moved past this point should take pride, rather than offense, 
because you’re scarcer than you know. 

T 
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In fact, “marketing” has morphed into “marketing communication’ over the years—in 

part because of the importance of mass merchandising during the second half of the 

past century. Today it’s about brand-building, maintaining awareness, product and 

price promotion—and for companies that can afford this, mounting a 360° assault on 

customer senses using every available media and medium. 

But what do customers think of this? 

Clearly, from the study data, customers are of a different mindset as to how to 

increase the likelihood they’ll buy, with the “brand strength” factor ratings being 

especially illustrative.  

What happened to brand? While brand is the highest rated Business as Usual 

element, as an individual factor customers rated brand below every Customer Focus 

factor, every Aggressive Pricing factor, and below one of two Information Sharing 

factors as a purchase trigger. Very out of sync with business perceptions of the 

power of brand. And the situation with the “cross-selling” factor is much more 

depressing, from a traditional marketing perspective. 

Customers are trying to tall marketers to change their ways—and in some cases to 

cease and desist. The question is, “Will marketing listen?” 

Marketing “to do” list 
 Build your strength in Customer Focus areas. 

 Start migrating from the traditional practice of trying to persuade customers to do 
your bidding over to the new reality of companies needing to react to what 
customers want and need.   

 Build a behavioral understanding of your customer base.1 

 Switch focus from younger customers to older buyers.2 

 Rely more on behavioral profiles than demographic/psychographic profiles.3 

                                                 

1 See “Behaviorally-defined Customer Profiles.” 

2 This study’s outcomes reinforce the findings of innumerable other studies in reinforcing the 
importance of focusing on customers over 40. 

3 See “Behaviorally-defined Customer Profiles.” 
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 Reduce marketing’s emphasis on brand in considered purchase markets to 
the level of importance indicated by customers. 

 Prepare yourself for staff shifts out of marketing and other support functions 
into positions focused on direct customer contact.1 

. 

 

 

 

                                                 

1 In a very gutsy move, Best Buy is migrating to a new, customer-centric store environment. Part of this 
transition is increasing the quantity and quality of in-store customer assistance. To support increased 
store staff, Best Buy is making painful cuts at headquarters in marketing and administrative positions. 
In effect, Best Buy is trail-blazing a route that companies in many industry sectors will have to take. 
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FFOORR  TTHHEE  AADDVVEERRTTIISSIINNGG  IINNDDUUSSTTRRYY  
 

 

any of the same issues affecting marketing will affect the advertising industry 

as well. But some of the changes may be more acute. Plus, advertising 

agencies are still in the throes of dealing with empowered clients that are demanding 

more measurable and verifiable results, applying much greater price pressure and 

more frequently switching among agencies looking for more of what they want. 

Now, on top of that agencies must face: 

An uncomfortable switch to focusing on older age groups:  Historically, and this 

hasn’t changed, advertising agencies are largely populated by young (under 40) staff 

members who want to develop “edgy” and “trendy” creative work. And advertising 

awards are determined by juries of peers, similarly “edgy” and “trendy” in their 

tastes. Consequently, much if not most advertising is created by young people and 

targets young people. Unfortunately, discretionary spending power is heavily 

concentrated in the Baby Boomer generation, particularly early (older) boomers. 

Willie Sutton1 would describe advertising’s fetish with youth as “robbing a bank with 

no deposits.” And older boomers’ might react to the advertising that results from this 

youth-oriented focus by saying, “Who the hell are they talking to, not me?” 

Relinquishing reliance on brand:  If customers aren’t being significantly influenced by 

brand, logic says you back off, doesn’t it? Well, many advertising agencies and 

professionals still have a few more rounds of denial to go through (even though the 

debate is not new), but clients are finally starting to realize that supporting better 

interactions with customers needs to be funded by reducing the amount spent on 

brand advertising. 

                                                 

1 A legendary U.S. bank robber who explained that he robbed banks by saying, “Because that’s where 
the money is.” 

M 
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Reconciling advertising messages to customer receptivity:  If customers are 

indifferent or negative to an ad—by definition it’s a bad ad, not a matter of customers 

not understanding great advertising. For too long advertising has relied on its own 

intuition to determine what will work and what won’t. And when you mix younger 

people’s intuition (abetted by a dated view of customers) with older customers’ 

reality—you get a disconnect. For the first time in decades, advertising agencies will 

have to start taking their cues about what works from those customers most able 

and most likely to buy the products. That will be a revolution. 

Hard changes, to be sure—particularly less reliance on brand, because that will come 

straight out of agency profits. But agencies and advertisers willing to take on the 

tough transitions now will come out the other end that much sooner, and that much 

more successfully. 

Advertising “to do” list 
 Hold onto older employees who can relate better to older customers.1 

 Give industry awards for productivity (positive customer response) rather than 
creativity, which in no way predicts success. 

 Start figuring out how to run a profitable agency with much less revenue 
dependence on brand advertising. 

 Advertising agencies should lead their clients through the process of adapting to 
new customer and market realities—rather than clients leading agencies kicking 
and screaming into the present. 

                                                 

1 See “Behaviorally-defined Customer Profiles.” 
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FFOORR  TTHHEE  CCRRMM  IINNDDUUSSTTRRYY  
 

 

ight from its inception, the CRM movement has claimed primacy in leading 

business towards better customer relationships and even advocacy for 

customers. Well, like most industry-wide goals, these were more than a bit lofty. To 

be sure, CRM produced substantial profits for many companies that implemented 

CRM after implementing more customer-friendly business strategies. It also made 

customers a stronger focal point for business, which in and of itself is quite an 

accomplishment. And perhaps most important of all, the CRM movement started the 

intellectual wheels turning on topics such as customer care, customer lifetime value,1 

sales process, marketing campaign management and all manner of automation and 

Internet use. 

But the CRM industry2 itself was a menace. Dominated by technology sellers with 

mercenary sales practices and little or no conscience, the industry overwhelmed the 

CRM movement3 for a considerable period of time—basically from the mid 1990s 

until the technology bust of 2001, from which the industry never recovered. Today, 

what remains of the CRM industry are a greatly diminished field of software players, 

some consultants who have managed to ride out decreased demand for services and 

some excellent media, although most of that has shifted focus from CRM and 

accompanying technology to the much richer subject of the constantly evolving 

relationship between customers and companies.  

                                                 

1 Originally a database marketing concept from the 1980s, “LTV” never took off then because of the 
lack of technology to cost-effectively track and measure it. 

2 Vendors servicing clients adopting CRM. 

3 For all intents and purposes, the CRM industry still views itself as synonymous with the CRM 
movement. 

R 
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Companies are continuing to adopt CRM, but at a much slower and gradual pace 

than in the boom years (1995 – 2001). The good news is that a much higher 

percentage of today’s CRM implementations are sticking and producing positive 

results, reflecting lessons learned from past failures. 

However, despite the upswing in successful CRM implementations, CRM still hasn’t 

attained its promise of becoming an effective customer advocate. And when you line  

 

up the tenants of CRM success from the CRM perspective and compare them to what 

customers would want a true customer advocate to deliver—there’s a major 

disconnect. 

CRM, along with marketing and advertising, has to do a much better job of 

understanding what customers want. Further, customers don’t agree that they desire 

relationships with sellers, at least not in many buying situations. And this undercuts a 

key premise of CRM. 

Interestingly, but not surprisingly, many of the “essential elements” of CRM are the 

very elements that generate profits for software vendors. And much of what 

customers really want doesn’t require sophisticated technology or any new 

Factor CRM perspective Customer perspective 

Building customer relationships The end point, the goal Sometimes welcome, sometimes not 

360° view of customer Essential to deliver good service Relatively low priority 

Internal customer data sharing A must do for understanding 
relationships 

Lower priority, sometimes 
undesirable 

Seeks customer input Important for building relationships 
and designing product 

Rated as less important by 
customers 

Empowered employees Given lip service, but not usually part 
of the package 

Essential 

Honest and respectful 
communication 

Low priority or out of scope Essential 

Cross-selling Big potential dollar producer Unwelcome 

Automated customer service Big potential cost-cutter, and 
customers love it 

A full half of customers still want to 
talk with a person, and automated 
customer service doesn’t even make 
the radar screen as a customer 
buying influence. 
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technology at all. In order to serve as a customer advocate—and in order to help 

companies deliver what customers really want—CRM has to move much further away 

from the surreptitious influence of software sellers and related consultants. 

CRM “to do” list 
 Properly position CRM as support for customer-centric business operations that’s 

only successful in the presence of customer-centric business strategies. 

 Let CRM respond to what customers want from sellers, which means taking a 
customer advocacy role— rather than pushing a predetermined agenda of items, 
mostly technology related. 

 Educate companies in the extreme importance of empowering employees and 
treating customers honestly and respectfully—and do it with the same fervor that 
you sold software. 

 Recognize that “CRM” is really a set of practices and tools that enable companies 
to respond to customers—and consequently, “CRM” must eventually fade into the 
fabric of the growing customer-centricity movement. 
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FFOORR  TTHHEE  RREESSEEAARRCCHH  IINNDDUUSSTTRRYY  
 

 

t first blush, customer researchers should be closer to customers than other 

entities because they don’t have a vested interest in seeing customers for other 

than they are, as marketers and advertisers often do. However, hard as researchers 

may try to avoid accepting customer-imposed boundaries on the information they 

acquire, the reality is that research clients pay for information they want to see and 

that they’re willing to react to. In fact, there’s a customer research precept that says, 

“Don’t ask customers about problems you don’t want to fix, because otherwise you’ll 

raise false hopes.” Among the problems many companies don’t want to fix are 

adapting to empowered customers and allowing customers to overly influence how 

companies do business—the very focus of this study. 

Research clients routinely impose limitations on the nature of the information 

gathered—and that frequently inhibits research from discovering what’s truly gong on 

with customers. However, this study started off free from these restrictions, because 

it’s self-funded, with a welcome assist from sponsor CRMGuru.com1 a media sponsor 

without a vested interest in the outcome (except for accuracy). This gave survey 

designers the freedom to focus on a unique set of objectives—how customers want 

companies to behave, versus companies’ products, branding, advertising, customer 

service, customer satisfaction, customer attrition, etc. And the unique survey 

objectives produced a unique set of outcomes that are far outside the mainstream of 

customer research results. 

What does all this mean for the research community?  

Hopefully, seeing these results will stimulate increased advocacy by researchers, 

encouraging companies to put down the corporate lens and see customers for who 

                                                 

1 CustomerThink's CRMGuru.com provided the research base by soliciting participation from its global 
member base and from site visitors. 

A 
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they really are and how they really behave. The resistance factor from most 

companies will be high, but the research community has an uncommon opportunity 

to take the lead in setting company agendas.  

Research “to do” list 
 Push clients to study their customers behaviorally, including learning their 

purchase triggers. 

 Break the mold more often with regard to “standard” research practices and go 
where your nose leads you. 

 Constantly remind clients that “business is becoming all about the customer.”
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FFOORR  CCUUSSTTOOMMEERRSS  
 

 

dd to think that a research study about how customers want companies to 

behave would wind up delivering messages back to customers—much less a 

serious, cautionary note. But along with customer empowerment comes customer 

capability to damage companies and even industries through group think and group 

behavior. Current cases in point are customer relations with GM, Ford and the airline 

industry.  

The fact that through group behavior customers now have this power does not make 

them in any way responsible to rescue the dead, dying, or afflicted. However, in some 

cases group customer behavior may create some very unwelcome (to customers) 

outcomes. And I’ll use as an example the major U.S. airlines—and Northwest Airlines 

in particular. 

As most everyone reading this knows, all the major U.S. airlines except Southwest are 

either financially wobbly or attempting to crawl out of bankruptcy on all fours. 

Several, including Continental and American, appear to have at least some reservoir 

of goodwill with customers left—perhaps enough to stand up again, particularly if oil 

prices drop (which there’s no indication will happen soon). Others, Northwest  Airlines 

perhaps prominent among them, have generated such ill will with customers—

through poor employee morale, which winds up directed at passengers, and through 

an attitude of treating passengers as “load factor” rather than customers—that the 

airline generates harshly negative emotions among many flyers. In Northwest’s case, 

this animosity has become exacerbated because it’s effectively blocked other airlines 

out of its Minneapolis hub,1 leaving passengers little other choice than to fly NWA.  

                                                 

1 Northwest accounts for over 90% of Minneapolis departures. 

O 
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The core business issue facing not just Northwest, but all major airlines, is that as 

much as they try cutting labor costs, oft-times resorting to draconian measures, 

unless oil prices fall they are going to have to end their predatory price competition 

and raise revenues in order to survive. The customer-side issue is—will customers let 

them?  

Recently, Northwest announced a “fee-for-desirous-coach-seat” plan that would allow 

passengers to pay an extra $10 or $15 to reserve an exit row seat or a seat without 

one in front of it within 48 hours of departure. Not a big deal. Only a handful of seats 

per flight are involved. But it would provide an option for tall or claustrophobic people 

or even high mileage flyers who might pay the small uptick rather than burning 

thousands of frequent flyer miles to upgrade into first class, front cabin space 

permitting. 

Well, the customer response was pure venom and vitriol—and it would clearly classify 

as group behavior. This initiative by Northwest, in customers’ views (or view), was 

robbery, sticking it to the customer (again), outrageous greed, insulting, predatory, 

etc. The reader comment section of the Minneapolis newspaper overflowed with 

hateful missives. And Northwest apparently heard the same feedback and more 

directly from customers. Perhaps Northwest Airline has sinned so badly that it’s 

beyond redemption. But customers should be careful. If they don’t let Northwest, or 

other airlines, up off the mat, one or more airlines will likely come crashing out of the 

skies. Schedules will be disrupted. Passengers will be seriously inconvenienced, 

sometimes not being able to travel where they want. The decrease in the supply of 

seats will make it relatively easy for the remaining airlines to increase prices 

exorbitantly. And when a new airline (or airlines) arrives to pick up the slack, it may 

be no better. Or even worse. 

Similar situations could confront Ford—or GM if it asks for a bailout. Customers do 

have the power to put one or both out of business. And more such “opportunities” 

will appear on the horizon, especially at the next economic downturn. 

Individual purchase decisions are typically based on perceived, individual self-

interest. So asking customers not to kill off a seller that’s abused them may fall on 
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deaf ears. However, purchase decisions can have a strong emotional base. And when 

large populations of customers share an emotional perspective, particularly 

emotional harm suffered, customer perspectives and purchase decisions both can 

become group driven. The airlines aside, several companies including AOL, Wal-mart 

and now Coca-Cola1 are present or recent victims. Customers may really want to 

punish these companies, but the “punishment” could put the company out of 

business—as it potentially could for NWA, Ford, GM and others. And customers could 

cause self-inflicted injury on themselves, directly or indirectly.  

The airlines—and carmakers—are going to need some customer help. This shouldn’t 

include propping up companies still fighting empowered customers or still offering 

shoddy products. But perhaps it should include cutting a little slack for companies 

genuinely attempting to turn things around—especially when the demise of these 

companies could boomerang back on their customers.2 

                                                 

1 Some of colleges are banning Coke products because of perceived labor wrong-doings in Columbia 
that do not appear to be well-documented and certain. 

2 Unfortunately, the consumer media looks at issues such as airline prices from the shallowest of 
perspectives—including raising questions about whether children will ever see their grandparents 
again if airline fares rise 10% and otherwise exacerbating airline-customer tensions in order to build 
viewer-ship/readership. A modicum of understanding of the ultimate cost of predatory airline pricing 
would help, but that may be asking too much. 
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FFUULLLL  SSTTUUDDYY  OOUUTTCCOOMMEESS  
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EESSSSEENNTTIIAALL  VVOOCCAABBUULLAARRYY  
 

 

o self-respecting study can report findings without requiring you to learn some 

new terms or concepts—mostly stuff you already know but by a different name. 

Well, this study is no exception. So please hang in there during this “dry” interval. 

Factors 
In consultation with both customers and peer consultants, the survey authors 

developed a list of 20 seller behaviors that are likely to trigger (or discourage) 

customer purchase of considered purchase products and services. Participants in the 

study were asked to rate the importance of each factor as a buying influence in each 

industry they rated. Respondents were asked to rate up to three specific industries 

from a prescribed list. The report calls these behaviors “factors” (or alternately 

“triggers”). The table on the following page presents the full list of 20 factors. 

Dimensions 
As briefly described previously, an analytical procedure known as “factor analysis” 

indicates that 19 of the 20 factors fall into four distinct dimensions, where the 

ratings that respondents express tend to be consistent across the items within that 

dimension (i.e., if one item is rated as a strong influencer, the other items within that 

dimension are also likely to be rated highly, and vice versa). The four dimensions are: 

 Customer Focus 

 Information Sharing 

 Aggressive Pricing 

 Business as Usual 

Because the study focuses on “considered purchases,” the remaining factor, 

convenience, showed as a relative constant exercising modest influence on purchase 

decisions across all four dimensions. Had the study included industry sectors such as 

N 
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gasoline stations or coffee shops, convenience would probably have showed more 

importance and possibly joined a dimension. The fact that the survey does focus on 

considered purchase business sectors is important to keep in mind while reviewing 

results.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top two box scoring 
Researchers reading this already know this concept well, but others may not. The 

study authors originally intended to use a rating model which forces survey 

participants to rate multiple factors by awarding a fixed number of points, usually 

100, among the different items. This method tends to highlight differences in 

Dimension Factor 

Quality products 

Employees empowered 

Addresses customer needs 

Communicates honestly 

Continually earns loyalty 

Communicates respectfully 

Won’t sell wrong product 

  Customer Focus 

Seeks customer input 

Shares information internally Information Sharing 

360° view of customer 

Consistent best prices 

Incentives for business 

Aggressive Pricing 

Offers big  customer pricing 

Strong brand 

Automated customer service 

Believes in cross-selling 

Narrow line of products 

Sends birthday cards 

Business as Usual 

Outsources customer service 

Other Convenient purchase 
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importance among factors because it forces participants to make tough decisions 

pitting one factor against another. Unfortunately, the sheer volume of data the survey 

needed to acquire from each participant mitigated against this approach, and as a 

fallback the study used a 0 – 7 scoring system, anchored at the two extremes with 0 

implying “No Purchase Influence” and 7 implying a “Dominant Purchase Influence.” 

The 0 – 7 system does tend to cluster responses in the middle and high-middle 

ranges, and to partially compensate for that, top two box scoring was employed. This 

scoring approach only counts strong positives (6 or 7). Using top box scoring provides 

a clearer picture of the relative importance among buying influences for each 

industry than factoring in the bottom six rating levels—and it does likewise in the 

demographic cross-tabs. Also, considering the nature of the survey, the top scores 

are especially meaningful because they’re typically the real motivators, whereas fives 

and fours and threes tend to be conditioning factors1 or non-factors. 

Industry sectors 
The industry sectors rated in the study include: 

1. Advertising agencies 

2. Airlines 

3. Automobile manufacturers 

4. Automobile dealers 

5. Banks 

6. Business software 

7. Computer hardware 

8. Credit cards 

9. Grocery/supermarkets 

10.  Hotels 

11.  Restaurants 

12.  Wireless telecommunications 

                                                 

1 If the most influential factors are considered relatively equal, customers may use a conditioning 
factor as a tie-breaker. 
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The remaining seven industries did not have sufficient data for inclusion.1 The full list 

included several test cases of medical sectors, where customers still consider 

themselves patients as opposed to customers and other sectors that proved to have 

too little intersection with our survey sample. 

Customer profiles 
Here, the terminology is familiar but the definition is not. Analysis of the full ratings 

set produced six clusters of customer behavior described as: 

 Great Expectations 

 Graying but Green 

 Sloppy Joes 

 Close to the Chest 

 Sellers’ Delight 

 Random Acts 

What’s very important to remember here is that these are clusters of behaviors, not 

clusters of people. Consequently, an individual person—remember that each 

respondent rated up to three different industries--can exhibit one set of behaviors at 

a supermarket and a different set at a bank. And some individual industry sectors 

could display more of certain sets of behaviors than other sectors do, despite an 

identical customer base, because customers approach different industries with 

different sets of expectations regarding valued or desired company behavior. 

Why mess with good old demographic profiling? Or psychographic profiling? Because 

neither is especially predictive of how customers want companies to behave in 

different settings, whereas these behavioral profiles are. In fact, Neilson ratings and 

similar are “lowest common denominators” and not particularly accurate descriptors 

of purchase selection criteria. 

 

 

                                                 

1 The target number for rating was 10.  
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WWHHYY  DDOO  CCUUSSTTOOMMEERRSS  BBUUYY??  
 

 

rom a high level perspective, the breakdown of customer-reported buying factors 

presented in the chart on the following page presents a very different picture of 

customer markets than sellers typically see. In particular, the scores for the buying 

factors falling into the Customer Focus dimension are much higher than companies 

commonly anticipate. And on the flip side, the Business as Usual dimension made up 

of factors related to common marketing or service activities rates very much lower in 

importance to customers than commonly assumed.  

Although discussion of the dimensions and factors to come will point out important 

study outcomes, one general observation is in order. 

Many will remember the 1990s management theory that companies succeeded on 

the basis of excelling in either:  

 Product innovation 

 Marketing 

 Production and delivery.  

The data clearly dispute the clearly dispute the validity of this theory in today’s day 

and age. Success starts with Customer Focus, which should be supported with these 

and other sub-strengths. 

F 
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CCUUSSTTOOMMEERR  FFOOCCUUSS  
 

 

60.3%

37.2%

49.4%

18.2%

51.5%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Customer Focus

Information Sharing

Aggressive Pricing

Business as Usual

Convenience

 

To reiterate, the Customer Focus1 dimension includes not only factors you’d expect 

there, but the two product factors (“quality products” and “addresses customer 

needs”) as well. And the combined weight of these factors forms a dimension that 

exercises dominant purchase influence across almost all the industry sectors. 

The implications of this finding are among the most significant of the study. As 

economies move closer and closer to a “What customers want, customers get” state, 

the possibility of companies excelling without treating customers very well are 

diminishing. Readers can probably think of relatively young, still successful 

companies that would have a hard time getting out of the blocks today, because of 

                                                 

1 The study partners named these dimensions after factor analysis of customer survey input defined 
them. 
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their current attitudes towards customers—Microsoft and AOL being prime examples. 

And think of all the changes engendered already by companies including Amazon, 

Toyota and Southwest Airlines, whose customer-connected success has scared the 

daylights out of less customer-focused competitors and forced them to change some 

values. The humbling of GM and Ford plus several major airlines is only the 

beginning. 

The factors 
The top two box scores 

across all industry sectors 

establish a definite 

hierarchy. Note that after 

“product quality,” 

“employees empowered” 

finishes a strong second 

in importance to 

customers as a buying factor. Amazon.com and Nordstrom’s understood the 

importance of empowering employees before most companies. Now, others, 

including some with very poor historical track records for customer service, are trying 

to follow suit.  

However, some sectors such as dealer automotive service continue to rely on formal 

and unfriendly escalation structures to deflect legitimate customer complaints, 

including many with high dollars at stake. And to see truly disempowered employees 

in an environment increasingly intolerant of this company behavior, look no further 

than the major airlines. And the airlines wonder why customers are so hostile to 

them. 

Honest and respectful communication also ring customers’ chimes loudly. Tolerance 

for offending advertising, direct marketing and public relations emanating from 

companies is waning, and companies are having a much harder time getting their 

message across as a result. Even “won’t sell wrong product,” the second lowest rated 

factor in this dimension was rated a significant decision-making factor for over 50% 

Quality products 76.4% 

Employees empowered 71.0% 

Addresses customer needs 65.0% 

Communicates honestly 64.9% 

Continually earns loyalty 56.7% 

Communicates respectfully 56.7% 

Won’t sell wrong product 51.6% 

  Customer Focus 

Seeks customer input 40.5% 
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of customer industry ratings. To put this into proper perspective, customers rated 

only two factors outside the Customer Focus dimension this high! 

Ironically, the lowest scoring factor in the dimension, “seeks customer input,” is 

another staple of CRM—again demonstrating that support industries supposedly 

knowledgeable of customers are having difficulty grasping (or accepting) customer 

priorities. As previously noted, there’s a strong appearance of technology seller 

influence here, as building an information pipeline requires expensive technology 

purchases, while empowering employees or cleaning up communication practices 

does not. But resistance to change is almost certainly a factor as well. Companies 

can add information pipelines without undergoing significant organizational and 

operational change. The same cannot be said for empowering employees. 

Two other topics related to Customer Focus are noteworthy. First, some elements of 

the CRM industry have stressed the importance of forming up close and personal 

relationships with sellers (known as the “Kumbaya factor”1)—based on perceptions 

that changes in customer behavior are relaxing traditional buyer-seller tensions. The 

study finds relatively little evidence for that. Instead, the data strongly suggest that 

the more dominant trend is a power shift from seller to buyer, rather than a 

reduction in these tensions. 

Second, the growth in customer empowerment reflected by the strength of Customer 

Focus dimension scores has led to the beginnings of group customer behavior, 

including customer advocacy. As alluded to in the preceding “For Customers” section, 

customer group behavior, extending to intervention in government and regulatory 

affairs,2 is having increasing impact. And each successful group intervention can 

whet the appetite for more.  

 

                                                 

1 Holding hands in a circle with customers singing “Kumbaya.” 

2 Activist states attorneys general in the U.S. are tapping into customer group think to pursue 
campaigns against highly disliked companies and even “miscreant” industries. A classic example is 
group customer dislike for the poor levels of customer service offered by U.S. land-line phone provider 
Qwest, which provoked state governments to threaten Qwest’s local franchises. Fortunately for all, in 
response, a new CEO and senior management have created a far more customer-friendly company.  
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Notable about the Customer Focus dimension 
 Product quality remains very important to buyers, but only in the presence of 

overall Customer Focus by sellers. 

 Customers rate empowered employees their second most important buying 
trigger. 

 Communicating honestly and respectfully with customers rank high as buying 
triggers. 

 Overall, Customer Focus factors influence customer purchase decisions more 
than any other dimension, and by a considerable margin. Companies should sit 
up and take careful notice of this finding. 

 Customer empowerment is leading to customer group think and group behavior 
directed at perceived miscreant sellers and industries. 
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IINNFFOORRMMAATTIIOONN  SSHHAARRIINNGG  
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The Information Sharing behavioral dimension is placed right after Customer Focus in 

this section because of the seller-side association of the two. The CRM industry in 

particular has represented that internal information-sharing of customer data plus 

360° view of all customer relationships and interactions with the enterprise are two 

essential ingredients for bonding with customers. But the data from customers 

suggests that they (customers) don’t agree. 

The factors 
From the customer side, the highest rated factor in this dimension’s top two box 

scoring falls far below seven of the eight factor scores in the Customer Focus 

category—and the second highest factor scores below all eight. Clearly customers do 

not value these two factors nearly as much as the factors in the Customer Focus 

dimension. 



 66 

This dichotomy in customer versus seller side views clearly illustrates that these 

factors are much more important to companies than to customers. And to take a 

cynical view, the fact that delivering these two supposedly indispensable factors 

depends on implementation of CRM software is not likely coincidental. 

Surprisingly (to the study authors, at least), customers did not bracket the 

“automated customer service” factor together with the two Information Sharing 

factors. They placed it in Business as Usual instead and with an even lower factor 

rating than for the two 

Information Sharing 

factors.  

Notable about the Information Sharing Dimension 
 Customers rate the two Information Sharing factors, which most CRM 

implementers consider “musts,” below seven of the eight Customer Focus 
dimensions. 

 Sharing customer information internally and providing a 360° view of 
customers—two stanchions of CRM—are substantially less important to buyers 
than to sellers. 

 Technology sellers appear to have distorted common perspectives of what 
matters to customers by emphasizing factors depending on technology. 

 Not all customers are fully trustful of sharing information with companies, which 
should urge caution in implementing customer information-based initiatives. 

  
 

 

  

Shares information internally 40.6% Information Sharing 
360° view of customer 33.8% 
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AAGGGGRREESSSSIIVVEE  PPRRIICCIINNGG  
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If the four dimensions had been listed in order of weight attached to them by 

customers, Aggressive Pricing would have followed Customer Focus in second 

position (Convenience is actually a stray factor, not a full dimension). But even the 

top ranking factor in Aggressive Pricing would have finished behind the four highest 

Customer Focus scores and just ahead of the next two. There’s no question that 

pricing is important, particularly consistent best pricing, but pricing lags well behind 

product quality and appropriateness and other customer-centric behaviors as a 

buying trigger. However, it’s important to remind again that the study included only 

“considered purchase” industries and omitted “commodity market” industries such 

as gasoline and cigarettes where pricing probably plays a more dominant role in 

customer selection. Of the 12 industries included, only three—airlines, computer 
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hardware and grocery/supermarket—have notable commodity elements. And one 

could well argue that in all three industry sectors, sellers themselves have reduced 

considered purchase products down to price-driven commodities, which has much to 

do with all three being “sick” industries economically. 

Pricing shows more ratings variability than other dimensions, shifting with industry 

sector and especially in customer behavioral profiles. 

The factors 
Customers rank “consistent best prices” highly, demonstrating the prices have not 

fallen all the way to commodity levels in considered purchase markets. Customers 

give a marginal and significantly lower score to providing incentives for continued 

business, tempering 

somewhat the claims of 

the very sizable loyalty 

marketing industry that 

incentives are consistently powerful motivators. And proactively offering large 

customers a pricing advantage scored in the marginally important range. This may 

reflect small customers’ distaste for supporting large customer pricing by paying 

higher rates themselves, or it may reflect large customer confidence in negotiating 

favorable rates without sellers offering them first, or a combination of the two. 

Notable about the Aggressive Pricing dimension: 
 In considered purchase markets, customers rate pricing quite high, but still well 

behind the top Customer Focus factors such as product quality and empowering 
employees. 

 The importance of pricing as a decision factor varies significantly by industry 

 Pricing’s importance also varies, and significantly so, by customer profile. 

  Incentives such as those offered through loyalty marketing programs are not 
dominant factors in most purchase decisions (although certain exceptions do 
exist). 

 

 

 

Consistent best prices 58.0% 

Incentives for business 49.8% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Offers big  customer pricing 40.4% 
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 The composition of the sample base may have deflated scores for Aggressive 
Pricing factors somewhat by not including a full complement of lower income 
customers and by focusing on considered purchase items. However, the factor 
ratings will provide effective guideline to sellers of considered purchase goods, 
who in most cases focus on customers with at least moderate discretionary 
spending capability. 
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BBUUSSIINNEESSSS  AASS  UUSSUUAALL  
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Business as Usual is admittedly a bit of a catchall dimension—with less logical 

consistency among these six purchase triggers than the other three dimensions. 

However, the relative consistency of the importance of Business as Usual factors 

across customer segments and industries strongly validates it as a discrete 

dimension. Interestingly, while customer service automation is widely considered a 

“new” technology field, to many customers it’s “old hat,” and not a particularly 

welcome old hat. 

The factors  
One big story in Business as Usual is the relatively low level of purchase decision 



 71 

importance shown by its top rated factor—brand strength. Heated debate has been 

going on for years in the marketing and related communities over the importance of 

brand. These debates have often pitted advertising agencies and corporate 

marketers on one side 

and database marketers, 

relationship marketers 

and CRM advocates on 

the other—although there 

certainly has been 

crossover among the 

groups. However, customers participating in this study were very much of one mind. 

Most survey participants do not rate brand as a significant buying trigger in any of 

the twelve industries analyzed. Again, the fact that this study focuses on considered 

purchase industries may be a mitigating factor. The study outcomes do not inform on 

whether or not brand is an impact element in commodity product purchase decisions, 

but brand is often presumed to have trivial impact in any market where products are 

largely fungible. 

But brand isn’t the only story here.  

The low top two box ratings for automated customer service challenges another CRM 

industry assertion (perhaps better described as a CRM software seller assertion?) 

that customers welcome the change to automated customer service. This appears to 

be another instance of software sellers creating self-serving perceptions (or 

misperceptions) of what customers want. In fact, many do not1—and even among 

those receptive to online service few rate it a major purchase decision factor.  

Falling far lower in top two box factor ratings are “maintaining a tight product focus” 

and “cross-selling.” The former is a supposed point of customer appeal put forth by 

business-to-business marketers in particular. Customers contest this premise. But of 
                                                 

1 A recently released Forrester report, “Discover the Art of Satisfying Customer Expectations,” 
buttresses this charge. Forrester’s data, which ties out with this study’s, indicate that 50% of 
customers want to speak with a live person and 38% of customers using automated service give up 
without reaching a resolution.  

Strong brand 34.5% 

Automated customer service 31.6% 

Narrow line of products 13.8% 

Believes in cross-selling 11.4% 

Sends birthday cards 9.0% 

Business as Usual 

Outsources customer service 8.9% 
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much higher significance is customer indifference (if not disdain) for cross-selling. 

The theory from the marketing and CRM side is that once customers buy one product 

from a company they feel they have a relationship with the seller—and are therefore 

much more inclined to buy a different product from the seller, even from a different 

product category. For banks in particular, cross-selling is part of the holy grail of 

customer relationship building. Unfortunately, customers report that cross-selling has 

minimal influence on customer buying decisions—which helps explain why so many 

cross-selling programs produce such poor results. 

However, it would be inappropriate to confuse “cross-selling” with sellers adding 

extra value to induce current customers to purchase more (or again). A good example 

is how Lexus dealers reduce prices to returning customers—in the spirit of “Once a 

Lexus owner, always a Lexus owner.” Wine merchants giving advance notice of 

scarce merchandise arriving or special sales prices to prime customers is another 

example. But customers are emphatic in saying that the “you should buy more from 

us because you’re already a “satisfied” customer” approach—absent adding value to 

the customer—has very little appeal. 

At the bottom of the barrel in every respect as a buying trigger is “outsourcing 

customer service”—which most often means shipping it abroad. This low score was 

quite predictable. However, the factor was included because some defenders of 

customer service outsourcing have represented that it positively influences 

customers by showing good financial stewardship, which should translate into lower 

costs. While these outsourcing defenders may believe they’ve taken a good swing at 

supporting it, customers rate this justification a strikeout. Outsourcing is for the good 

of the company, not the customers, and the backlash companies including Dell and 

Microsoft have experienced recently over outsourcing reflects how customers really 

feel. 

Notable for the Business as Usual dimension 
 In considered purchase markets, brand strength is not a significant buying factor, 

especially compared to Customer Focus and Aggressive Pricing. 

 Cross-selling based on customers having previously purchased—but not 
delivering additional customer value as a reward—barely moves the needle in 
customer buying decisions. 
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 Banks in particular should reexamine their cross-selling strategies. 

 Automating customer service is hardly a purchase driver and in some cases 
could be a purchase inhibitor—especially when by-passing the automation and 
reaching a human is difficult if not impossible. 

 Outsourcing customer service creates customer resistance.  

 Here, as in other dimensions, it appears that seller support services in marketing, 
advertising, CRM and the like are perpetuating a self-serving customer view that 
customers vigorously dispute. 
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CCOONNVVEENNIIEENNCCEE  
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Perhaps not surprisingly, customers do not associate the “convenience” factor with 

any dimension. They rate it a standalone that’s much more related to Industry 

sectors and customer profiles than to other buying factors. In the “Industry-Specific” 

and “Customer Profile” sections, convenience does show considerable variability by 

purchase situation and buyer type. 

Furthermore, convenience is highly relative, both to the product category and to the 

purchaser.  For one transaction “convenient” might mean being able to run down to 

the corner hardware store to buy a couple of bolts to complete a home repair, while 

in another transaction “convenient” means an on-line order delivered to your door 

step overnight—assuming that downloading the product immediately does not 
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represent a viable option.  In essence, one person’s convenient purchase channel 

might represent another person’s hassle, a fact which necessitates a proliferation of 

channels for product delivery. 
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BBEEHHAAVVIIOORRAALLLLYY--DDEEFFIINNEEDD  CCUUSSTTOOMMEERR  PPRROOFFIILLEESS  
 

 

ustomer segments were created from the ratings data to define the “typical 

behavioral patterns” that survey participants act within when making purchase 

decisions. Bear in mind that that these “segments” are common sets of buying 

triggers with which buyers approach sellers, rather than common sets of customers. 

Maintaining this distinction is important because an individual customer may exhibit 

one set of buying behaviors in one industry and another set in another industry. 

Ideally, companies should adjust their customer interactions according to common 

buying factors before profiling with consumer or business demographic data. Buying 

factors vary widely within demographic profiles—often too widely for simple 

demographic profiles to be meaningful.1  

The behavioral segments, listed in descending order of size in the chart on the 

following page, were created using a procedure known as “cluster analysis.” Industry 

ratings similar across multiple factors were progressively joined together until further 

joins led to a significant deterioration in the similarity of the ratings sets.2  

Determining the number of customer segments—or clusters—involved making a 

judgment call over how much to increase the similarity of the ratings sets, thereby 

creating more clusters, and simplicity—accepting more variation among the rating 

sets in order to produce fewer segments. The outcome was defining six discrete 

customer behavioral segments. It turned out that defining only four segments led to 

unacceptably high variation among the ratings contributed by customers while 
                                                 

1 Marketing to investors provides an excellent example. The most important customer characteristic to 
know is risk tolerance. But there’s no correlation between financial risk posture and demographic 
profiles. 

2 The clustering process was actually done in two stages, with the first stage focused on determining 
the number of clusters and the second stage designed to assign individual ratings to a specific 
segment.  

C 
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defining eight led to greater statistical precision, but with some miniscule segments 

that were not substantially different from the other segments. 

The six behavioral segments are: 

 Great Expectations 

 Graying but Green 

 Sloppy Joes 

 Close to the Chest 

 Sellers’ Delight 

 Random Acts 

This chart shows the distribution among the six. 

26%

21%
19%

19%

8%
7%

Great Expectations
Graying but Green
Sloppy Joes
Close to the Chest
Easy Pickin's
Random Acts

 

 

In order to describe these segments as accurately as possible but within limitations 

of the study data, the study analysis included cross-tabbing each segment’s 

members against age, gender, education-level and job title values. The age and 

gender screens provide valuable insights. The education and job title screens do 

not—except to reinforce that the sample base is well-educated and well-employed. 
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GGRREEAATT  EEXXPPEECCTTAATTIIOONNSS  
(26% of sample base) 

 

 

Primarily a Baby Boomer behavioral group, Great Expectations reflects customer 

empowerment more than any other 

segment (see factor chart on following 

page).  

Customers exhibiting Great 

Expectation behaviors expect good 

products, empowered employees, 

seller respect, and to a lesser degree 

information-sharing with sellers and 

good prices. On the flip side, they 

don’t want cross-selling or birthday cards, and they’re relatively unswayed by brand 

strength. In fact, Great Expectation-behaving customers rate all six Business as Usual 

factors below the mean in decision-making importance. In contrast, the Great 

Expectations group rates the Customer Focus and Information 

Sharing dimensions higher than any other behavioral segment—

and Aggressive Pricing close to highest. Great Expectations-

behaving buyers are the embodiment of “want it all” customers, 

which makes them tough to sell. Good products or warm fuzzies alone won’t win 

them over. Nor will low prices. Nor will factors in any single dimension. And 

unfortunately for sellers, Great Expectations is the largest segment, including over 

one-quarter of the overall industry ratings supplied by survey takers.2 Great  

                                                 

1 Because more men than women took the survey, the gender table uses the % of all male survey 
takers and the % of all female survey takers. These numbers provide an accurate view of how likely a 
member of this segment is to be either gender. 

2 While the study data doesn’t extend to indicating the percentage of purchase behaviors falling under 
any one segment, this is a very frequently exhibited behavior set. 
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Expectations also show 

another general trait that 

applies to the majority of  

segments—as customers 

age, they tend to expect 

more of sellers. This 

phenomenon can be partly 

attributable to the naturally 

empowered nature of 

boomers. 

Notable about the Great 
Expectations segment 

 The largest behavioral 
segment is also the 
most demanding. 

 Great Expectations-
behaving customers 
have relatively high 
discretionary spending 
power, and ignoring 
their expectations and 
preferences will prove 
very costly over time to 
most sellers. 

 Baby Boomers have 
higher expectations of 
sellers than younger 
generations. 

 The Great Expectations 
segment is more open 
to information sharing 
than others. Customers 
in this mode are the 
least influenced by 
traditional marketing practices such as brand-building and cross-selling, and 
they’re less receptive than average to automating and/or outsourcing customer 
service.  

 

 Factor 

% 

top 2 box 

(segment) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 85.2% 76.4% +8.8% 

Communicates honestly 77.8% 64.9% +12.9% 

Employees empowered 81.8% 71.0% +10.8% 

Addresses customer needs 78.4% 65.0% +13.4% 

Seeks customer input 45.9% 40.5% +5.4% 

Continually earns loyalty 67.2% 56.7% +10.5% 

Communicates respectfully 69.4% 56.7% +12.7% 

Won’t sell wrong product 58.6% 51.6% +7.0% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 55.4% 40.6% +14.8% 

360° view of customer 48.2% 33.8% +14.4% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 60.9% 49.8% +11.1% 

Offers big  customer pricing 55.2% 40.4% +14.8% 

Consistent best prices 64.4% 58.0% +6.4% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 5.6% 11.4% -5.8% 

Narrow line of products 7.4% 13.8% -6.4% 

Outsources customer service 4.6% 8.9% -4.3% 

Sends birthday cards 4.6% 9.0% -4.4% 

Strong brand 29.1% 34.5% -5.4% 

Automated customer service 26.6% 31.6% -5.0% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 51.7% 51.5% +0.2% 
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GGRRAAYYIINNGG  BBUUTT  GGRREEEENN  
(21% of sample base) 

 

 

Graying but Green behavior, also primarily exhibited by Baby Boomers and distributed 

equally by gender, rivals Great Expectations in higher than mean age—but differs in 

the very low importance customers in 

this segment place on price as a buying 

trigger. These buyers appear to be 

relatively flush, allowing them to be 

significantly less price sensitive than 

average.  

Price aside, Graying but Green members 

differ from Great Expectations 

counterparts by being somewhat less 

influenced in purchase decisions by the seller’s Customer Focus (although they still 

rate Customer Focus issues significantly higher in purchase influence than the 

sample as a whole—particularly “won’t sell the wrong product,” 

“honest communication,” and “addresses customer needs.” 

They’re also slightly more open than Great Expectations 

members to Business as Usual seller behaviors, but still do not 

heavily endorse this behavior. But make no mistake about it, despite their low price 

concern, Graying but Green customers are no pushovers.  

Another facet of this segment, shared by the Great Expectations group, has particular 

significance for those marketers who continue to resist focusing efforts on older 

customers. Although innumerable studies have made this point before, it never hurts 

to make it again in the hopes that it will seep through to a few more companies.  
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Consumers over fifty have 

far more discretionary 

spending power than their 

younger counterparts, 

which makes targeting 

younger consumers 

inappropriate in many 

industry sectors.1 

Notable about the Graying 
but Green segment 

 The Graying but Green 
segment demonstrates 
that older buyers can 
be quite relaxed about 
price (contrary to 
widespread 
assumptions that older 
customers are 
“cheap”). 

 The fact that customers 
exhibiting Graying but 
Green behaviors skew 
most strongly towards 
mature customers may 
account for a degree of 
neutrality towards 
traditional marketing 
practices (which they’ve 
been long accustomed 
to). 

 Customers behaving in 
this segment have 
strong expectations for 
honest behavior by 

                                                 

1 In his 1994 research study, Ageism in Advertising, co-author of this study Richard Lee identifies that 
in 1991, consumers over 45 held over 53% of discretionary spending power. The percentage today is 
in the 60% range. 

Factor 

% 

top 2 box 

(segment) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 80.2% 76.4% +3.8% 

Communicates honestly 71.8% 64.9% +6.9% 

Employees empowered 71.8% 71.0% +0.8% 

Addresses customer needs 71.7% 65.0% +6.7% 

Seeks customer input 46.0% 40.5% +5.5% 

Continually earns loyalty 54.9% 56.7% -1.8% 

Communicates respectfully 61.5% 56.7% +4.8% 

Won’t sell wrong product 62.0% 51.6% +10.4% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 45.6% 40.6% +5.0% 

360° view of customer 34.3% 33.8% +0.5% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 25.9% 49.8% -23.9% 

Offers big  customer pricing 17.9% 40.4% -22.5% 

Consistent best prices 41.7% 58.0% -16.3% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 10.1% 11.4% -1.3% 

Narrow line of products 13.9% 13.8% +0.1% 

Outsources customer service 8.4% 8.9% -0.5% 

Sends birthday cards 5.8% 9.0% -3.2% 

Strong brand 33.8% 34.5% -0.7% 

Automated customer service 33.6% 31.6% +2.0 

Other 

Convenient purchase 46.4% 51.5% -5.1% 
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sellers. 

 The combination of Graying but Green and Great Expectations behaviors holds 
far more discretionary spending power than the remaining segments combined. 
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SSLLOOPPPPYY  JJOOEESS  
(19% of survey base) 

 

The second youngest group and with a slight male skew, the Sloppy Joes segment is 

partially defined by lower than average 

Customer Focus expectations, including 

below average ratings of the 

importance of product attributes in 

making purchase decisions and a 

strong emphasis on price 

considerations, especially incentives. 

“Can’t be Bothered” or “Too Low a 

Priority” would also serve well as names 

for the behaviors exhibited in this segment.  

Aggressive Pricing factors are the primary buying triggers for this segment. With a 

skew towards youth, this segment’s discretionary spending 

power is significantly lower than the preceding two. However, 

one should not fall for the temptation to consider segment 

members “young, sloppy and broke.” A significant contingent 

within this segment is relatively non-materialistic people for whom shopping for 

anything is a crashing bore. Academic people extremely wrapped up in their work are 

good examples, as are many artists.  

Don’t assume that Customer Focus issues are completely irrelevant to this segment.  

While on average they score lower than the overall sample in the importance they 

place on these purchase triggers, “product quality,” “empowered employees” and 

“continually earns loyalty” are all highly rated factors. 

The Information Sharing elements are strong conditioning factors for Sloppy Joes. 

Segment-behaving customers are also influenced by Business as Usual behaviors at 

a higher than average level. However, average is so low that “conditioning factor” is 

too strong a term to describe the influence on Sloppy Joes of any individual factor in  
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the Business as Usual 

dimension. 

Without wanting to over-interpret, 

much of the behavior that 

defines this segment may be life-

stage related, and therefore 

transitory. Many exhibitors of 

Sloppy Joes behaviors will mature 

and change buying triggers—

given a few years time. However, 

for others “buying,” even capital 

goods purchases for cars and the 

like, is too low a priority to 

engage them. And these can be 

lifelong attitudes.  

Notable about the Sloppy Joes 
segment 

 The Sloppy Joes segment is 
very transaction oriented. 

 It has relatively low 
expectations of sellers, at 
least in comparison to the 
other segments. 

 Price and convenience are 
the primary decision factors 
that differentiate them from 
the other groups. In the 
absence of enjoyment for the 
shopping experience, 
incentives are a very 
significant trigger. 

 Many young customers exhibiting “Sloppy Joes” behaviors will outgrow them. 

 Others, however, will be Sloppy Joes for life—particularly those who may have lots 
of discretionary spending power but low material needs. 

Factor 

% 

top 2 box 

(segment) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 71.9% 76.4% -4.5% 

Communicates honestly 51.3% 64.9% -13.6% 

Employees empowered 64.1% 71.0% -6.9% 

Addresses customer needs 52.7% 65.0% -12.3% 

Seeks customer input 31.9% 40.5% -8.6% 

Continually earns loyalty 53.8% 56.7% -2.9% 

Communicates respectfully 43.3% 56.7% -13.4% 

Won’t sell wrong product 38.3% 51.6% -13.3% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 48.6% 40.6% +8.0% 

360° view of customer 37.5% 33.8% +3.7% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 65.4% 49.8% +15.6% 

Offers big  customer pricing 50.0% 40.4% +9.6% 

Consistent best prices 68.0% 58.0% +10.0% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 14.3% 11.4% +2.9% 

Narrow line of products 18.6% 13.8% +4.8% 

Outsources customer service 9.7% 8.9% +0.8% 

Sends birthday cards 15.0% 9.0% +6.0% 

Strong brand 37.8% 34.5% +3.3% 

Automated customer service 37.1% 31.6% +5.5 

Other 

Convenient purchase 58.4% 51.5% +6.9% 
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  CCLLOOSSEE  TTOO  TTHHEE  CCHHEESSTT  
(19% of survey base) 

 

 

The youngest segment, Close to the Chest is the only one with a strong female skew—

which would appear to be a contributor 

to the segment’s qualities.  

Close to the Chest appears to an up and 

coming generational replacement for 

Great Expectations and Graying but 

Green—but with one major exception. 

Customers exhibiting Close to the Chest 

behaviors are much less positively 

influenced than average by Information Sharing with sellers and by sellers—and for 

many in the segment it may actually be a buying inhibitor rather than a trigger. 

The combination of youth and the female gender skew offers a 

plausible explanation for these security concerns—however, the 

data don’t predict whether these security concerns will ebb with 

age or whether they predict a counter-trend that could temper the increasing rate of 

information sharing by sellers. This issue may not be decided until the future level of 

government and industry efforts to govern and secure web commerce is determined. 

However, without further policing of the Internet and stiffer sanctions for misusing it, 

the low scores of information-sharing in this segment may be a precursor of at least 

some customer reluctance to fully embrace information-based commerce, which 

could inhibit broadening the boundaries of e-commerce down the road. 

Consistent with their relative youth, this segment also displays higher than average 

concern for pricing-related factors in their purchase decisions.  And while their scores 

on the Customer Focus dimension are lower than the Great Expectations segment, 

they’re still markedly above average, and Customer Focus factors play a dominant 
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role in their purchase decisions.  Convenience is also relatively more important to 

them as well.  

Notable about the Close to 
the Chest segment 

 Privacy concerns and a 
female gender skew 
separate this segment 
from the others. 

 Customers exhibiting 
Close to the Chest 
behaviors have high 
expectations of sellers 
for both customer-
friendly behaviors and 
competitive prices. 

 Convenience is a 
significant buying trigger 
for this segment. 

 Although Close to the 
Chest customers are 
slightly more influenced 
by brand than the group 
as a whole, their rating 
of brand’s influence on 
their buying decisions 
remains too low for 
brand to be considered 
more than a secondary 
factor (which may help 
resolve some disputes 
over whether women 
are more influenced by 
brand strength than 
men).  

 

 

 

Factor 

% 

top 2 box 

(segment) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 84.1% 76.4% +7.7% 

Communicates honestly 71.6% 64.9% +6.7% 

Employees empowered 81.9% 71.0% +10.9% 

Addresses customer needs 70.1% 65.0% +5.1% 

Seeks customer input 42.8% 40.5% +2.3% 

Continually earns loyalty 62.1% 56.7% +5.4% 

Communicates respectfully 60.5% 56.7% +3.8% 

Won’t sell wrong product 54.2% 51.6% +2.6% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 16.5% 40.6% -24.1% 

360° view of customer 16.5% 33.8% -17.3% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 59.2% 49.8% +9.4% 

Offers big  customer pricing 46.1% 40.4% +5.7% 

Consistent best prices 72.7% 58.0% +14.7% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 7.4% 11.4% -4.0% 

Narrow line of products 9.7% 13.8% -4.1% 

Outsources customer service 6.3% 8.9% -3.6% 

Sends birthday cards 9.2% 9.0% +0.2% 

Strong brand 36.8% 34.5% +2.3% 

Automated customer service 30.6% 31.6% -1.0% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 60.7% 51.5% +9.2% 
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EEAASSYY  PPIICCKKIINN’’SS  
(8% of survey base) 

 

This gender balanced behavioral set with a slightly youthful skew gives proof that 

customer markets will always include 

some easy marks—just not  as many as 

companies are accustomed to and 

want.  

This segment is less responsive than 

average to all dimensions other than 

Business as Usual—with price well below 

average in importance as a purchase 

trigger; Customer Focus well below average; and Information Sharing also below the 

mean. What separates this segment from Sloppy Joes is the relative price-

insensitivity here, which points towards a sense of helplessness before sellers. 

While Easy Pickin’s customers rate Business as Usual well above average as a buying 

influence, especially the cross-selling and brand strength 

factors, the scores still don’t reach respectable levels for buying 

influence. At 8% of the different ratings that were recorded, it’s 

relatively easy to dismiss this segment as an anomaly. 

However, companies should realize that this segment, probably more than any other, 

matches seller-side perceptions of today’s customers—or what they wish today’s 

customers were like! 

Those with reasonably extended customer life spans will likely recognize how 

prevalent behaviors belonging to the Easy Pickin’s segment once were—back when 

sellers markets existed. From being the dominant segment then down to 8% today is 

a long fall. And companies as well as marketing and advertising firms that can’t shed 

these outdated perceptions of what motivates customers to buy will not succeed in 

tomorrow’s customer markets. 
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Even within this comparatively unempowered segment, however, note the relatively 

strong influence that Customer 

Focus factors have on purchase 

decision.  To be sure, the 

segment’s scores are 

substantially below the overall 

averages, but even here five of 

the eight factors are endorsed as 

strong purchase triggers by over 

50% of the ratings that were 

received. 

Notable about the Easy 
Pickin’s segment 

 The Easy Pickin’s segment 
has not evolved from the 
passive buyer behavior that 
was so prevalent in the past. 

 This segment has the lowest 
expectations of sellers. 

 Despite representing only 8% 
of our base, this segment 
serves as a model for 
customer expectations to 
companies as well as to 
many in the marketing and 
advertising industries. 

 

 

Factor 

 % 

top 2 box 

(segment) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 66.7% 76.4% -9.7% 

Communicates honestly 51.3% 64.9% -13.6% 

Employees empowered 61.1% 71.0% -9.9% 

Addresses customer needs 50.9% 65.0% -14.1% 

Seeks customer input 34.2% 40.5% -6.3% 

Continually earns loyalty 45.6% 56.7% -11.1% 

Communicates respectfully 52.6% 56.7% -4.1% 

Won’t sell wrong product 48.7% 51.6% -2.9% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 33.9% 40.6% -6.7% 

360° view of customer 26.3% 33.8% -7.5% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 38.1% 49.8% -11.7% 

Offers big  customer pricing 28.7% 40.4% -11.7% 

Consistent best prices 47.0% 58.0% -11.0% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 26.1% 11.4% +14.7% 

Narrow line of products 24.6% 13.8% +10.8% 

Outsources customer service 20.9% 8.9% +12.0% 

Sends birthday cards 13.0% 9.0% +4.0% 

Strong brand 47.4% 34.5% +12.9% 

Automated customer service 39.1% 31.6% +7.5 

Other 

Convenient purchase 47.4% 51.5% -4.1% 
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RRAANNDDOOMM  AACCTTSS  
       (7% of survey base) 

 

This overwhelmingly male, predominantly young segment is far and away the furthest 

from mean values—and almost all variances are negative. The one exception is the 

Business as Usual dimension that 

shows several positive variances—

especially in the importance of cross-

selling as a buying trigger. But even 

that score is woefully weak, and 

brand is back to a negative 

increment compared to the sample 

as a whole. 

In part, the Random Act segment shows some statistical effect of the survey’s top 

two box scoring. Not only did customers exhibiting these 

behaviors rate very few factors with 7s or 6s as buying triggers. 

They also rated very few factors with 0s or 1s. No “type A” folks 

here. Such middle box scoring can indicate indecisiveness, a 

high level of caution or other personality traits capable of causing less than 

predictable buying behavior. It can also indicate that buyers are either preoccupied or 

indifferent to how they buy. 

Fortunately, Random Acts represent the lowest frequency behavioral set, because 

targeting customers in this mode is virtually futile. 
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Notable about the Random 
Acts segment 

 From an adapting to 
customers perspective, 
companies are best off 
not targeting this segment 
directly, but rather 
“catching them in the 
spill.” 

 Customers who exhibit 
these behaviors are 
terrible in focus groups.  

 

 

 

 

 

Factor 

% 

top 2 box 

(segment) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 29.8% 76.4% -46.6% 

Communicates honestly 24.7% 64.9% -40.2% 

Employees empowered 25.3% 71.0% -45.7% 

Addresses customer needs 26.3% 65.0% -38.7% 

Seeks customer input 26.3% 40.5% -14.2% 

Continually earns loyalty 25.3% 56.7% -31.4% 

Communicates respectfully 22.1% 56.7% -34.6% 

Won’t sell wrong product 23.4% 51.6% -28.2% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 16.8% 40.6% -23.8% 

360° view of customer 20.2% 33.8% -13.6% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 22.9% 49.8% -26.9% 

Offers big  customer pricing 22.1% 40.4% -18.3% 

Consistent best prices 27.1% 58.0% -30.9% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 24.5% 11.4% +13.1% 

Narrow line of products 24.0% 13.8% +10.2% 

Outsources customer service 19.8% 8.9% +10.9% 

Sends birthday cards 13.7% 9.0% +4.7% 

Strong brand 27.7% 34.5% -6.8% 

Automated customer service 23.2% 31.6% -8.4% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 26.3% 51.5% -25.2% 
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IINNDDUUSSTTRRYY--SSPPEECCIIFFIICC  PPUURRCCHHAASSEE  DDRRIIVVEERRSS  
 

 

here are two approaches to assessing industry specific scoring of factors 

influencing customer purchase decisions: on the basis of the consistency across 

industries; and on the bases of significant difference from industry to industry. The 

consistency portion is presented here and the differential analysis presented industry 

by industry in the following pages. 

Cross-industry consistency 
With very few deviations, customer scoring of the importance of specific factors 

presents a strong pattern that bears a strong message to sellers. Commonalities 

largely irrespective of industry include: 

The aggregate weight of the Customer Focus dimension factors supersedes the 

buying influence of other dimensions.  Customers are making buying decisions based 

primarily on the level of consideration and respect sellers pay them. This extends 

from designing quality products to meeting customer needs to being honest and 

respectful when communicating with customers. The strong message to sellers is:  to 

ignore the Customer Focus factors at your peril.  

Even in industry sectors with poor track records for Customer Focus, customer 

expectations are rising and companies are rising to meet them.  Of course, there are 

always those industries where lack of Customer Focus is the rule, and buyer 

opportunities for receiving excellent treatment are slim to none. But over the past few 

years, even in hardcore industries with very low service standards, new players and 

new initiatives are cropping up to offer customers better choices. Examples include 

Google, Lowe’s in the home improvement center space, and Marriott and Hilton in 

hotels. These trend-setting companies are resetting the business rules in their 

sectors. 

T 
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In no industry sector does technology play a dominant role in customer purchase 

decisions.  Industry by industry, customer ratings for the importance of seller 

technologies will disappoint technology sellers. Customers don’t see that much 

benefit to themselves. 

Similarly, brand barely breaks out of its low ratings in any industry.  Not once across 

the 12 industry sectors do customers elevate brand to an importance level that 

would make it a primary driver of purchase decisions. And in some industries, 

customers rate it a minimally influential factor. Two caveats need to be expressed, 

however, concerning the likely effects of the industry selection and the survey sample 

skew on brand ratings. First, the survey focused on considered purchase items (no 

soft drinks or paper towels). Second, the survey sample skews towards relatively 

older and better educated members. Brand may be a more effective buying trigger 

among younger, less well educated (and less affluent) customers. The study data 

show some lean in that direction; however, very inconclusively. 

Some of these consistent findings across industries will of necessity be repeated 

during the individual industry assessments, but please consider this reinforcement 

rather than repetition.  
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AADDVVEERRTTIISSIINNGG  AAGGEENNCCIIEESS  
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Survey participants rating advertising agency services tailor their expectations to 

what they’re buying—at least on the low side of overall ratings. Factors not highly 

relevant to the agency business—including pricing, customer service and 

convenience factors—receive the expected low importance ratings.  

However, on the high side of the ratings it’s a different story. Unexpectedly, “quality 

products”—which one would likely assume to be critical to advertising success—

receives a slightly less than average importance rating. In addition, while “addresses 

customer needs” receives a higher than average rating, it comes in 7th highest 

among the 12 industries. For the only industry of the twelve that involves developing 
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custom product to meet customer needs, that could be construed to reflect a rather 

low level of customer expectations.  

Two issues could be contributing to these somewhat surprising outcomes. First, 

relatively lower product 

expectations may simply 

reflect ongoing customer 

dissatisfaction with the quality 

of advertising agency work. 

Second, customer cynicism 

stemming from agencies trying 

to win industry awards for 

“edgy” creative work on the 

client’s nickel—rather than 

focusing on producing 

measurable sales outcomes—

may be dragging down 

expectations. But whatever the 

cause, customers not putting a 

very high rating on product 

quality in a custom product 

business is not a particularly 

healthy sign. 

Interestingly, the only 

significantly above average 

score for a factor positively 

influencing purchase decisions 

is for ”won’t sell the wrong 

product.” Here, advertising 

agencies share with auto 

dealers the highest score 

awarded by customers. This 

Factor 

% 

top 2 box 

(industry) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 72.9% 76.4% -3.5% 

Communicates honestly 65.6% 64.9% +0.7% 

Employees empowered 60.0% 71.0% -11.0% 

Addresses customer needs 69.5% 65.0% +4.5% 

Seeks customer input 46.9% 40.5% +6.4% 

Continually earns loyalty 51.0% 56.7% -5.7% 

Communicates respectfully 63.9% 56.7% +7.2% 

Won’t sell wrong product 66.7% 51.6% +15.1% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 34.0% 40.6% -6.6% 

360° view of customer 36.5% 33.8% +2.7% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 24.0% 49.8% -25.8% 

Offers big  customer pricing 32.0% 40.4% -8.4% 

Consistent best prices 42.3% 58.0% -15.7% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 4.2% 11.4% -7.2% 

Narrow line of products 16.5% 13.8% +2.7% 

Outsources customer service 10.3% 8.9% +1.4% 

Sends birthday cards 9.3% 9.0% +0.3% 

Strong brand 23.7% 34.5% -10.8% 

Automated customer service 18.6% 31.6% -13.0% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 30.9% 51.5% -20.6% 
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finding may reflect respondent unfamiliarity with how the entire advertising process 

fits into their overall goal of increased sales—they know they must do it, but feel 

powerless to directly influence the process and thus must rely on the “experts” to 

guide them through the morass. This rating also indicates an additional customer 

concern—in this case likely related to pressure on clients from advertising agencies to 

focus spending on media advertising and brand development—commonly considered 

the most profitable agency work. In a sense, this type of agency self-interest is very 

similar to the self-interest displayed by CRM software sellers—where considerations 

of what’s best for the buyer are intertwined with what’s best for the seller. 

Two additional factors also stand out. First, that ”meeting customer needs” and 

“listening to customers” outscored product quality in importance may relate to 

agencies producing “great” advertising1 that doesn’t produce positive outcomes for 

clients. Second, in an ironic twist, customers give brand strength the lowest score 

across all industries for influencing 

their agency selection decisions. 

Segments 
Remembering again that segments 

here represent clusters of behavior 

exhibited by customers rather than 

individuals populating a fixed 

segment, customer buying behavior 

in the advertising agency space fits 

most directly into the Gray but 

Greening and Great Expectations 

categories, not unexpectedly 

because senior managers, who tend 

to be older, tend to be in charge of agency relationships.  

                                                 

1  “Great” referring to winning awards from juries of advertising peers. 

Segment % 
Industry 

% 
Overall 

+/- 

Great Expectations 24.7% 26.8% -2.1% 

Gray but Greening 26.8% 21.1% +5.7% 

Sloppy Joes 11.3% 19.1% -7.8% 

Close to the Chest 11.3% 18.6% -7.3% 

Easy Pickin’s 17.5% 7.8% +9.7% 

Random Acts 8.2% 6.6% +1.6% 
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Easy Pickin’s are overrepresented compared to average, probably reflecting that 

some agency customers are compliant and not particularly price sensitive. This 

probably reflects the frequent scenario where agencies take the lead in guiding what 

they consider to be less qualified client managers.  

Both Sloppy Joes and Close to the Chest behaviors were below mean, likely reflecting 

their youth and that younger employees seldom manage an agency relationship. 

Adapting to customers 
 Agency willingness to “do the right stuff” rather than doing what’s profitable (or 

fun) for the agency is an area of high customer concern. 

 Listening and acting upon client input are likely areas for improvement in agency-
client relationships. 

 Before mounting full court presses on customers to max out on brand-building, 
agencies should reflect on the relatively low importance of brand to clients 
selecting agencies. 

 Agencies should expect increasing pressure from clients to think past brand. 
Adapting to this change could become a make or break factor down he road. 

 Ongoing trends in customer behavior will make agencies taking a “we know 
better” attitude towards clients progressively less acceptable. 

 As some agency clients shift priorities away from promoting goods and services 
towards more and better human interaction with customers, agencies need to be 
prepared to surrender billings in order to fund these initiatives.  
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AAIIRRLLIINNEESS  
 

 

 

How do airline customers decide which airline to take? This can be and often is a 

complex issue. Some major cities such as Charlotte, Memphis and Minneapolis 

remain single carrier dominated, leaving customers little choice—and many 

corporations dictate airline choice to maximize volume discounts. However, for those 

flyers with choice, price and perks (incentives) are the leading buying triggers; 

however, not by the margin one might surmise without seeing the data. Customer 

Focus expectations may be lower than average, but they’re still high and finish a 

relatively close second at the dimension level, and several Customer Focus factors 
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finish ahead of the “incentives for continued business” factor. In fact considering 

what a dismal view customers take of airline service,1 it’s surprising that their  

expectations have not dropped 

so  low as to take Customer 

Focus down a few notches 

more as a buying factor.  

Based on even a conservative 

interpretation of these 

customer scores, the major 

airlines have degraded a 

potentially service-intensive 

business with price- 

differentiation possibilities into 

a price/commodity business.  

Although in fairness to the 

airlines, some of this is the 

shadow of regulation dating 

back more than 20 years ago. 

The Information Sharing 

dimension does not 

significantly factor into 

customers’ airline selection 

decisions. And bringing up the 

rear, Business as Usual 

finishes off the radar screen—

which makes this an 

appropriate time to reflect on 

how much money is spent on 

                                                 

1 So many customer satisfaction studies have identified extraordinarily low ratings for airlines that 
“airline-level customer satisfaction” has become a polite phrase for saying “in the toilet.” 

Factor 
 % 

top 2 box 
(industry) 

% 
top 2 box 
(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 65.0% 76.4% -11.4% 

Communicates honestly 58.3% 64.9% -6.6% 

Employees empowered 65.0% 71.0% -6.0% 

Addresses customer needs 53.5% 65.0% -11.5% 

Seeks customer input 25.7% 40.5% -14.8% 

Continually earns loyalty 52.4% 56.7% -4.3% 

Communicates respectfully 55.6% 56.7% -1.1% 

Won’t sell wrong product 40.7% 51.6% -10.9% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 45.1% 40.6% +4.6% 

360° view of customer 31.9% 33.8% -1.9% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 59.4% 49.8% +9.6% 

Offers big  customer pricing 48.6% 40.4% +8.2% 

Consistent best prices 66.9% 58.0% +8.9% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 7.6% 11.4% -3.8% 

Narrow line of products 5.0% 13.8% -8.8% 

Outsources customer service 6.2% 8.9% -2.7% 

Sends birthday cards 3.5% 9.0% -5.5% 

Strong brand 30.6% 34.5% -3.9% 

Automated customer service 35.5% 31.6% +3.9% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 39.6% 51.5% -11.9% 
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airline branding campaigns. It’s also an interesting time to reflect on how much 

brand advertising it will take Northwest Airlines to recover from a highly-publicized 

stranding of over 100 tourists to Jamaica—for three days. Not to pick on Northwest or 

overstate the point, but maintaining a Customer Focus perspective makes too much 

sense from too many perspectives for airlines to continue ignoring, especially when 

airlines continue trying to “buy” respect through the media. 

Segments 
Unfortunately for airlines, Great 

Expectations customer expectations, 

especially when coupled with lower 

than average but still substantial 

Gray but Greening behaviors, 

dominate customer behaviors 

towards selecting airlines. In 

essence, the highest expectation 

behaviors play out in perhaps the 

lowest delivering industry. For an 

industry that’s attempting to turn 

itself around, this juxtaposition of 

very high customer expectations with very negative customer experiences will make 

changing customer perceptions of airline operations doubly difficult. Further, it will 

put under suspicion airline attempts to increase revenue in order to return to 

profitability.1  

The fact that airlines play to such a tough audience certainly increases the 

possibilities that one or more airlines will crash before the industry reshapes itself in 

order to better meet customer expectations. 

 
 

                                                 

1 Please see the section “For Customers” for an example of this playing out. 

Segment % 
Industry 

% 
Overall 

+/- 

Great Expectations 41.4% 26.8% +14.6% 

Gray but Greening 14.5% 21.1% -6.6% 

Sloppy Joes 20.7% 19.1% +1.6% 

Guarded Identity 9.7% 18.6% -8.9% 

Sellers Delight 8.3% 7.8% +0.5% 

Random Acts 5.5% 6.6% -1.0% 
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Adapting to customers 
 Airlines should pay much more attention to Customer Focus factors in order to lay 

the groundwork for service differentiation. Admittedly, this will be very difficult for 
airlines laying off employees and restructuring. However, the major airlines will 
have to rebuild credibility with customers before they can recover. 

 Successfully introducing value-added features coupled with price stratification1 
will not only require a 180°change in customer perceptions—but a radical 
change in the poor employee morale that feeds into the problem. 

 Considering the difficulties traditional airlines face meeting new customer 
expectations, the business community must accept the possibility that several 
traditional airlines may fail, and relatively soon. 

 The high level of customer cynicism regarding airlines is not only a problem—but 
a potential opportunity for new players2 willing to be customer-responsive. 
Approaching customers with a strong adherence to Customer Focus factors will 
help lay the groundwork for price and product differentiation. 

 Major airlines could start reestablishing some credibility with customers by 
refusing to play the “herd pricing” game, which many customers regard as price-
fixing. This could certainly be a risky strategy, but not necessarily for airlines 
unlikely to survive a continued “price is the primary selection criteria” market.3 

  

                                                 

1 BMI (British Midland International) offers lower-priced tickets that are totally non-refundable, higher 
priced tickets that are refundable and differentiated rates for reserved versus non-reserved seating. It 
works for them. However, in almost all cases, if one of the major, traditional airlines tried this, 
customers would react cynically and see a potential rip-off. Repairing relationships is a prerequisite for 
introducing new service/pricing concepts. 

2 The extraordinarily high level of customer cynicism directed towards major airlines will make it hard 
for them to successfully introduce the same new product and service innovations that start-ups may 
introduce. However, to temper things with a bit of reality, successful start-ups will need more 
substantial financing that most of the recent entrants—most of which are already gone. 

3 United Airlines, which is attempting to introduce stratified pricing, is an example. One might ask, 
“What does United have to lose?” 
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AAUUTTOOMMOOBBIILLEE  MMAANNUUFFAACCTTUURREERRSS  
 

 

 

One would think the whole topic of car buying would drive purchasers to extreme 

behaviors, but not so. Customer expectations of automotive manufacturers run very 

close to mean scores. But what’s interesting here is what does not show in the 

chart—namely, there’s no spike in price as a buying influence, and it actually finished 

below average. Car buyers rate quality (and other Customer Focus factors) much 

higher than price as a purchase trigger.1 Or, a perhaps more accurate way to phrase 

this is that car buyers don’t consider price the leading factor, but price still does play 
                                                 

1 While the sample size will not support analyzing data segmented by age group, it’s fair to project that 
the skew in the sample towards older and more affluent buyers contributes to the quality-over-price 
ratings. 
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a significant role in decisions among relatively equal quality and equally suitable 

products. Price also plays an important role in determining affordability.  

Brand is a stronger customer-

decision factor here than in 

most industries, but still 

scored well below the factors 

in the top two dimensions. 

The generally high ratings for 

influencing purchase decisions 

that customers give Customer 

Focus factors might initially 

seem a bit odd. However, while 

these numbers would almost 

certainly be much lower if 

customers were rating 

automobile manufacturer 

performance in the Customer 

Focus factors, customer 

expectations for Customer 

Focus behaviors remains high 

nonetheless—very likely 

because a car is a capital 

purchase and the most 

expensive thing most 

consumers buy other than 

their homes.  

The perceived imbalance 

between high customer 

expectations and widely 

perceived low manufacturer performance (particularly by U.S. car makers) in the 

Customer Focus area points to a potentially significant opportunity for car makers 

Factor 

% 

top 2 box 

(industry) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 83.1% 76.4% +6.7% 

Communicates honestly 67.7% 64.9% +2.8% 

Employees empowered 69.2% 71.0% -1.8% 

Addresses customer needs 67.7% 65.0% +2.7% 

Seeks customer input 44.6% 40.5% +4.1% 

Continually earns loyalty 58.5% 56.7% +1.8% 

Communicates respectfully 53.1% 56.7% -3.6% 

Won’t sell wrong product 55.4% 51.6% +3.8% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 40.6% 40.6% 0.0% 

360° view of customer 30.8% 33.8% -3.0% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 47.7% 49.8% -2.1% 

Offers big  customer pricing 35.4% 40.4% -5.0% 

Consistent best prices 56.9% 58.0% -1.1% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 18.5% 11.4% +7.1% 

Narrow line of products 12.3% 13.8% -1.5% 

Outsources customer service 3.1% 8.9% -5.8% 

Sends birthday cards 7.8% 9.0% -1.2% 

Strong brand 43.1% 34.5% +8.6% 

Automated customer service 21.5% 31.6% -10.1% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 60.0% 51.5% +8.5% 
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that can adapt to better meet customer standards. Lexus already does a much better 

than average job in this area, as does its sister brand, Toyota, but considerable room 

for improvement remains, even among the better performers. 

A number that bears discussion is the relatively high rating, compared to the overall 

sample trend, customers give “cross-selling.” While still low compared to other 

factors, this rating, along with a high rating for not selling the wrong product, may 

indicate that customers would appreciate being directed to the best-suited brand and 

model that a manufacturer offers, rather than the best-suited car in the brand lineup, 

something very difficult to accomplish with individual retail dealers typically selling 

only one or two brands.  

Segments 
Customers approach their 

interaction with automobile 

manufacturers with a varying mixture 

of indecision, passivity, inattention 

and high expectations. The lack of a 

dominant behavior set is likely due 

to customers having only an indirect 

business relationship with auto 

makers, except in extreme situations 

such as warranty issues that can’t 

be negotiated at the dealer level. It 

may also be partly a case of “too many options, too little bandwidth.” 

Adapting to customers: 

 Car buyers are significantly more concerned about quality than price, within limits 
of affordability. American manufacturers in particular need to raise product 
quality—and then raise the perception of product quality. Attempting to reverse 
the sequence would do more harm than good with customers.1 

                                                 

1 Ford did manage to pull off changing the perception before changing the quality in the “Quality is 
Word One” campaign that ran a number of years ago, although they just barely got quality up before 

Segment % 
Industry 

% 
Overall 

+/- 

Great Expectations 30.8% 26.8% +4.0% 

Gray but Greening 15.4% 21.1% -5.7% 

Sloppy Joes 10.8% 19.1% -8.3% 

Close to the Chest 18.5% 18.6% -0.1% 

Easy Pickin’s 12.3% 7.8% +4.5% 

Random Acts 12.3% 6.6% +5.7% 
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 From a customer perspective, disproportionately high investments in brand-
building versus Customer Focus should be better balanced if not reversed. 

 Manufacturers would be well-served to collaborate with dealers in establishing 
stronger customer connections both at the point of customer contact and in 
between auto purchases.  

 Marketing that promotes an entire car line, supported by objective assistance for 
customers in selecting the most appropriate nameplate within the line, may 
prove an effective alternative to promoting individual brands.1  

 

                                                                                                                                                 

the claims came home to roost. Attempting such a maneuver with today’s more demanding customers 
would likely be suicidal. 

1 In the U.S., current state laws protecting the role of individual dealers mitigate against this approach. 
The financial distress Ford and GM are facing may provide a basis for working harder to change 
dealer-protection statutes. 



 105 

AAUUTTOOMMOOBBIILLEE  DDEEAALLEERRSS  
 

 

Compared to the automobile manufacturing scores, customers give automobile 

dealers an even higher value on Customer Focus factors, including survey-high 

ratings for continually earning loyalty and not selling the wrong product1 plus two 

other near highs.2 And price? Customers rated Aggressive Pricing less of a buying 

factor at dealers than with auto-makers, which runs counter to the automotive 

industry sales culture.  

                                                 

1 Tied with advertising for top score. 

2 One of these near highs, solving customer problems, scored much higher outside the U.S. 
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Information Sharing scores a bit higher than average, reflecting the expanded 

opportunities on the dealer 

level1 over what’s possible at 

the manufacturer level. And 

Business as Usual factors are 

a mixed bag, with significantly 

higher than average brand 

ratings, but still not high 

enough to make brand a 

primary buying trigger. 

Customers outside the U.S. 

scored cross-selling well above 

the mean. 

Several individual factors do 

leap out of the data. First, 

customers rated not selling the 

wrong product extremely high, 

indicating that this is an area 

of substantial customer 

concern that very likely ties 

back to industry sales 

practices. Second, customers 

strongly contest the perception 

held by many industry 

salespeople, especially 

veterans, that “it’s all about 

price.” Third, the survey-high 

brand ratings combined with 

                                                 

1 Sharing information internally also scored much higher outside the U.S. 

Factor 

% 

top 2 box 

(industry) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 86.2% 76.4% +9.8% 

Communicates honestly 69.0% 64.9% +4.1% 

Employees empowered 75.6% 71.0% +4.6% 

Addresses customer needs 75.6% 65.0% +10.6% 

Seeks customer input 33.3% 40.5% -7.2% 

Continually earns loyalty 64.4% 56.7% +7.7% 

Communicates respectfully 63.2% 56.7% +6.5% 

Won’t sell wrong product 66.7% 51.6% +15.1% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 44.2% 40.6% +3.6% 

360° view of customer 35.6% 33.8% +1.8% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 46.5% 49.8% -3.3% 

Offers big  customer pricing 29.1% 40.4% -11.3% 

Consistent best prices 55.3% 58.0% -2.7% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 8.0% 11.4% -3.4% 

Narrow line of products 13.8% 13.8% 0.0% 

Outsources customer service 10.3% 8.9% +1.4% 

Sends birthday cards 6.9% 9.0% -2.1% 

Strong brand 46.0% 34.5% +11.5% 

Automated customer service 30.2% 31.6% -1.4% 

Other  

Convenient purchase 55.2% 51.5% +3.7% 
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the very high Customer Focus ratings suggest that dealer reputation for service and 

fair dealing are very significant to car buyers—and consequently to dealers.  

The behavior pattern in retail auto buying appears to be “let the stronger buyer do it.” 

Because of traditionally aggressive car dealer sales tactics, many women today still 

abhor the thought of buying a car themselves. While some of the sales pressure is 

abating, the scars from past experiences (and the fear of being taken advantage of) 

remain not only in some women, but in all customers susceptible to aggressive sales 

tactics. 

Segments 
Great Expectations behaviors have 

the only significant positive 

variance—a sign that today’s 

customers want car dealers to do 

more than sell. And Close to the 

Chest behaviors showing the 

strongest negative variance almost 

certainly reflects carryover female 

discomfort with car buying. 

Adapting to customers 
 Some of the current investment 

in price advertising should be redirected into funding increased Customer Focus 
to better match up with the most prevalent customer buying mode. 

 Industry sales practices still show substantial need for improvement.1 

 Especially since independent, single brand dealers are becoming a thing of the 
past in the U.S. with multi-brand dealer networks becoming the rule, helping 
customers find the best nameplate and model for their needs should be a sales 
strategy of the future.  

 Introducing CRM technology to the auto dealer environment, which is already 
occurring, might well wait until sales staffs are retrained/upgraded. 

 That birthday card that sales people love to send customers—it’s not doing squat. 

                                                 

1 Many dealers have made quantum leaps in improving after-the-sale service, but customer-friendly 
changes in sales practices lag behind. 

Segment % 
Industry 

% 
Overall 

+/- 

Great Expectations 33.3% 26.8% +6.5% 

Gray but Greening 21.8% 21.1% +0.7% 

Sloppy Joes 19.5% 19.1% +0.4% 

Close to the Chest 13.8% 18.6% -4.8% 

Easy Pickin’s 8.0% 7.8% +0.2% 

Random Acts 3.4% 6.6% -3.2% 
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BBAANNKKIINNGG  
 

 

Banking customers are very eclectic and very specific about which factors trigger 

selection and which don’t. Having their personal needs met (including not selling the 

wrong product), being respected and having their account and related information 

shared across internal functional silo lines are the primary triggers. 

Customers indicate some tendency to see bank products as commodities, although 

quality products still rates high compared to other factors, if not against the mean. 

Pricing, which is more inherently a product component than in most other industries, 

is rated significantly below the mean level. And in what might be a surprise to some—

particularly financial service marketers—customers rate brand below the already low 

mean score.  
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Overall, there’s quite a dichotomy between what banks market most heavily—brand 

and product (including price); and what customers value most—having their financial 

needs met, being respected and effective information management that cuts across 

functional silos.  

To be certain, most banks can 

create a flurry of business with 

discount pricing. But relying on 

brand and product advertising 

(and aggressive sales tactics) 

to keep these customers at 

more profitable pricing is 

another story.  

Another dichotomy exists 

between how banks behave 

and what customers expect. 

An increasing percentage of 

bank profits are generated by 

fees, many of which are 

“slipped in” without customer 

awareness. The very high 

scores for honest and 

respectful communication 

would indicate a conflict here—

and in fact, many customers 

do consider these practices 

dishonest.   

Relying on brand and product 

advertising, aggressive sales 

tactics, cross-selling and even 

well-disguised fees and 

charges to keep revenues flowing is tantamount to challenging customers to see if 

Factor 

% 

top 2 box 

(industry) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 65.7% 76.4% -10.7% 

Communicates honestly 68.6% 64.9% +3.7% 

Employees empowered 68.6% 71.0% -2.4% 

Addresses customer needs 75.0% 65.0% +10.0% 

Seeks customer input 34.3% 40.5% -6.2% 

Continually earns loyalty 58.7% 56.7% +2.0% 

Communicates respectfully 66.7% 56.7% +10.0% 

Won’t sell wrong product 57.1% 51.6% +5.5% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 52.9% 40.6% +12.3% 

360° view of customer 44.8% 33.8% +11.0% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 41.9% 49.8% -7.9% 

Offers big  customer pricing 34.3% 40.4% -6.1% 

Consistent best prices 47.1% 58.0% -10.9% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 7.6% 11.4% -3.8% 

Narrow line of products 13.3% 13.8% -0.5% 

Outsources customer service 8.6% 8.9% -0.3% 

Sends birthday cards 3.8% 9.0% -5.2% 

Strong brand 30.5% 34.5% -4.0% 

Automated customer service 42.9% 31.6% +11.3% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 55.2% 51.5% +3.7% 
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they can get what they want—elsewhere. This is classic, seller-driven behavior that 

leaves banks operating this way very vulnerable to more customer-friendly 

competitors. 

Evidence of this comes from the phenomenal growth of credit unions over recent 

years. Credit unions are designed around customer focused principles and today’s 

customers are giving them more and more of their financial service business. Banks 

trying to compete with credit unions have become very frustrated because credit 

unions won’t “play the game” the ways banks would like. And as a result, the banking 

industry is waging a fierce lobbying battle trying to restrict credit union growth 

through regulation, where they’ve been unsuccessful in head to head competition. 

Segments 
When it comes to consumer banking, 

customer expectations are far above 

the mean, thanks to the prevalence 

of Great Expectations and Gray but 

Greening behaviors exhibited by 

customers. Fear of banks and 

bankers is long gone, and customer 

compliance is no longer the order of 

the day. Very high Customer Focus 

expectations provide a good 

explanation for rising rates of 

customer churn—and for the 

increasing popularity of credit unions, as well. 

Adapting to customers 
 While banks focus on brand-building and promoting product/price, customers are 

selecting banks on the basis of having needs met, getting respect and having 
their information effectively shared and managed. This suggests a shift in 
resource deployment. 

 Very aggressive lobby sales campaigns backed by specific product goals that 
most large banks are mounting don’t square with customer preferences and 
values. They may produce sales in the short run, but these programs will almost 

Segment % 
Industry 

% 
Overall 

+/- 

Great Expectations 35.2% 26.8% +8.4% 

Gray but Greening 24.8% 21.1% +3.7% 

Sloppy Joes 15.2% 19.1% -3.9% 

Close to the Chest 10.5% 18.6% -8.6% 

Easy Pickin’s 9.5% 7.8% +1.7% 

Random Acts 4.8% 6.6% -1.8% 
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inevitably interfere with building long-term relationships based on understanding 
and meeting customer needs. 

 While automating customer service rates well above the cross-industry average 
as a decision factor, customers still give it much lower scores than for Customer 
Focus and information-sharing factors. Over reliance on offering automated 
service as a customer decision factor should be carefully avoided. 

 Banks should be judicious and transparent in applying fees in order not to risk 
increasing churn among highly profitable customers. 

 Banks should realize that advantageous rates are not the only factor fueling the 
increasing popularity of credit unions. Customer Focus factors also play a 
significant role. 

 From the customer perspective, banks are an ideal setting for implementing 
CRM. 
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BBUUSSIINNEESSSS  SSOOFFTTWWAARREE  
 

 

The motto for business software buyers might be, “Damn the price, give us the right 

stuff”—with a corollary, “And no, we’re not going to run it out of the box.”1 One might 

also add, “We want to buy it online.” Software buyers rate both “addresses customer 

needs” and “seeks customer input” at survey-high levels for influencing purchase 

decisions. They also give “360° view of the customer” a rather high score, probably 

reflecting concern over multiple lines of communication interfering with post-

purchase configuration of business software  

                                                 

1 Running business software out of the box means adapting business process to match up with 
software rather than adapting software to suit business process. 
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systems. The major source of 

apparent conflict between 

buyers and sellers is that 

software companies 

encourage software buyers to 

use their systems as close to 

out of the box as possible, in 

order not to complicate  

implementation.1 Customers, 

on the other hand, place 

premium importance on buying 

software that will meet their 

individual needs. Too many 

companies have experienced 

disastrous results trying to 

adapt their processes to suit 

software for this practice to 

receive much support on the 

customer side, except for an 

occasional IT manager who 

puts simplicity ahead of 

business needs, and IT 

managers of this ilk are a dying 

breed. Moreover, fewer and 

fewer companies are putting 

responsibility for determining 

business needs for technology 

                                                 

1 Software companies all have relatively scarce development resources that they would rather commit 
to new version development (or bug fixing) instead of custom configuring already sold software to 
individual customer requirements. 

Factor 

 % 

top 2 box 

(industry) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 73.1% 76.4% -3.3% 

Communicates honestly 66.2% 64.9% +1.3% 

Employees empowered 66.2% 71.0% -4.8% 

Addresses customer needs 79.5% 65.0% +14.5% 

Seeks customer input 51.9% 40.5% +11.4% 

Continually earns loyalty 41.6% 56.7% -15.1% 

Communicates respectfully 59.7% 56.7% +3.0% 

Won’t sell wrong product 59.7% 51.6% +8.1% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 38.5% 40.6% -2.1% 

360° view of customer 41.0% 33.8% +7.2% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 35.9% 49.8% -13.9% 

Offers big  customer pricing 37.2% 40.4% -3.2% 

Consistent best prices 47.4% 58.0% -10.6% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 15.4% 11.4% +4.0% 

Narrow line of products 16.7% 13.8% +2.9% 

Outsources customer service 17.9% 8.9% +9.0% 

Sends birthday cards 9.0% 9.0% 0.0% 

Strong brand 25.6% 34.5% -8.9% 

Automated customer service 34.6% 31.6% +3.0% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 26.0% 51.5% -25.5% 
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in IT hands, which further lessens the chances software sellers will find customers 

willing to run “generic” software. 

 

Segments 
No surprise here. Gray but Greening 

customers exhibiting very high 

concern for quality but significantly 

less concern for price are the leading 

buyers in the business software 

industry (which would not 

necessarily be true of consumer 

software). The only other behavior 

set showing a positive differential is 

the indecisive Random Acts, which 

might be re-labeled “cautious” in purchasing business software. 

Adapting to customers 
 Software buyers want systems that meet their needs, not generic “solutions” 

(which are typically non-solutions). 

 Many software sellers continue to try to minimize the amount of custom 
configuration for individual customers, which amounts to swimming up stream. 

 Systems architected to permit significant individualization for customers will have 
a strong market advantage going forward, if they don’t already. 

 

Segment % 
Industry 

% 
Overall 

+/- 

Great Expectations 25.6% 26.8% -1.2% 

Gray but Greening 32.1% 21.1% +11.0% 

Sloppy Joes 11.5% 19.1% -7.6% 

Close to the Chest 12.8% 18.6% -5.8% 

Easy Pickin’s 7.7% 7.8% -0.1% 

Random Acts 10.3% 6.6% +3.7% 
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CCOOMMPPUUTTEERR  HHAARRDDWWAARREE  
 

 

 

On the hardware side of technology purchasing, a typical buyer’s statement might be, 

“Give us good stuff that really does what you say it does—and oh yeah, knock the 

price down a whole bunch.”  

Unlike on the software side, customers are quite price sensitive here. Plus they show 

considerable caution in believing performance claims, which almost goes without 

saying to those having substantial hardware buying or selling experience.  

With the exception of delivering on performance claims (“quality products” and 

“communicates honestly”) and the price factors, only two data elements stand out on 

the plus side. Customers favor outsourced service by a considerable margin over the 
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mean (but the mean is so low that outsourcing is hardly a significant purchase 

motivator). And customers are motivated to some degree by brand strength, although 

as always, brand doesn’t rise to the level of a prominent buying trigger. 

As for below-the-mean ratings, 

the only markedly low scores 

provided by customers are for 

factors that don’t play an 

appreciable role in hardware 

buying. 

However, among all the 

individual factor scores it’s 

easy to lose sight of the overall 

high level of the Customer 

Focus dimension. High 

customer expectations in this 

area are so pervasive that it’s 

easy to start ignoring them or 

treating them as a “given.” But 

this is truly one of those cases 

where it’s important to 

discriminate between 

repetition and reinforcement—

and this “drone” of, 

“Customers rate the Customer 

Focus dimension highest…, 

Customers rate the Customer 

Focus dimension highest…” 

perhaps can’t be repeated 

often enough.  

Even in a relatively cut and 

Factor 

 % 

top 2 box 

(industry) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 86.3% 76.4% +9.9% 

Communicates honestly 75.3% 64.9% +10.4% 

Employees empowered 64.4% 71.0% -6.6% 

Addresses customer needs 69.9% 65.0% +4.9% 

Seeks customer input 42.5% 40.5% +2.0% 

Continually earns loyalty 47.2% 56.7% -9.5% 

Communicates respectfully 60.3% 56.7% +3.6% 

Won’t sell wrong product 52.8% 51.6% +1.2% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 39.7% 40.6% -0.9% 

360° view of customer 31.5% 33.8% -2.3% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 39.7% 49.8% -10.1% 

Offers big  customer pricing 46.6% 40.4% +6.2% 

Consistent best prices 67.1% 58.0% +9.1% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 12.5% 11.4% +1.1% 

Narrow line of products 19.4% 13.8% +5.6% 

Outsources customer service 19.2%  8.9% +10.3% 

Sends birthday cards 4.2% 9.0% -4.8% 

Strong brand 45.2% 34.5% +10.7% 

Automated customer service 33.3% 31.6% +1.7% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 52.1% 51.5% +0.6% 
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dried, specification and price based business sector, Customer Focus does finish 

first. And that speaks volumes about where customer heads are at today, and where 

they’ll be even more so tomorrow. 

Segments 
Buying behaviors for computer 

hardware track very closely to cross-

industry averages with one 

exception—much higher than 

average “Random Acts” behavior.  

This could be attributable to several 

factors, but most likely to 

indifference to where to buy relative 

commodity items such as desktops, 

laptops and monitors. Had the 

survey split “hardware” into commodity versus capital investment, the latter would 

likely show very different buying behavior, with segment concentration more likely in 

Great Expectations and Gray but Greening. 

Adapting to customers 
 Sellers should take every opportunity to shore up their reputation for delivering 

on performance issues.  

 With performance issues such a buyer concern, building trustful, personal 
relationships with major customers may help persuade them that they can 
believe performance claims. But on the flip side, considerable damage to 
relationships will be done if performance claims are not backed up by perceived 
performance. 

 With so many customer options for routine hardware purchases, brand-building 
and maintaining high levels of awareness may be more effective here than in 
other industries analyzed. 

 Making purchases “rolling off a log easy,” which is an essential part of both Cisco 
and Dell’s strategy, will also sway hardware customers.  

Segment % 
Industry 

% 
Overall 

+/- 

Great Expectations 26.0% 26.8% -0.8% 

Gray but Greening 17.8% 21.1% -3.3% 

Sloppy Joes 19.2% 19.1% +0.1% 

Close to the Chest 17.8% 18.6% -0.8% 

Easy Pickin’s 5.5% 7.8% -2.3% 

Random Acts 13.7% 6.6% +7.1% 
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CCRREEDDIITT  CCAARRDDSS  
 

 

Credit card customers have their own unique set of concerns that help guide 

purchase decisions. While product quality is somewhat less important than average 

for the study, this probably reflects many customer viewing credit cards as 

commodities.  

Otherwise in the Customer Focus area, customers have some strong preferences 

that appear to tie back to injuries previously suffered at the hands of credit card 

sellers, especially disrespectful communication and less than honest information 

(probably involving fee and rate disclosures). Credit card issuers need to be as wary 

as banks of “slipping in” fees and rate changes in order not to incur attrition among 

profitable customers. 
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Another likely instance of reacting to past seller behavior is in Information Sharing, 

where high importance placed on internal data distribution and awareness likely 

results from incidents of “the 

right hand not knowing what 

the left is doing” in credit card 

company support and back 

office areas 

Among all four factor 

dimensions, Aggressive Pricing 

and Customer Focus finish in a 

statistical dead heat. And 

interestingly, while customers 

still rate “consistent best 

prices” as the most important 

of the pricing factors, the 

relative increase in importance 

for “incentives for business” 

and “offers big customer 

pricing” compared to the 

overall sample trend is 

considerably greater—to the 

point where these factors 

approach “consistent best 

prices” in importance. 

One factor that did not weigh 

in as heavily as might have 

been anticipated with a gain to 

the overall sample trend of 

only +0.6 is “employees 

 

Factor 

 % 

top 2 box 

(industry) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 68.1% 76.4% -8.3% 

Communicates honestly 72.6% 64.9% +7.7% 

Employees empowered 71.6% 71.0% +0.6% 

Addresses customer needs 70.2% 65.0% +5.2% 

Seeks customer input 43.2% 40.5% +2.7% 

Continually earns loyalty 62.1% 56.7% +5.4% 

Communicates respectfully 70.2% 56.7% +13.5% 

Won’t sell wrong product 61.3% 51.6% +9.7% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 60.6% 40.6% +20.0% 

360° view of customer 41.1% 33.8% +7.3% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 62.1% 49.8% +12.3% 

Offers big  customer pricing 61.1% 40.4% +20.7% 

Consistent best prices 67.4% 58.0% +9.4% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 10.5% 11.4% -0.9% 

Narrow line of products 12.6% 13.8% -1.2% 

Outsources customer service 4.3% 8.9% -4.6% 

Sends birthday cards 9.5% 9.0% +0.5% 

Strong brand 38.9% 34.5% +4.4% 

Automated customer service 36.2% 31.6% +4.6% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 36.8% 51.5% -14.7% 
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empowered.” However, this factor still ranks as the second most important factor, 

trailing only “communicates honestly” in the credit card industry. 

A frequently cited industry case study, supported by research, shows a significant 

gain in retention (always a problem for credit card sellers) achieved by empowering 

employees to flex with otherwise reliable customers who are encountering temporary 

financial difficulties, particularly difficulties unrelated to customer missteps.1 The fact 

that customers did not give this factor significantly above average importance does 

not necessarily conflict with this study—both because employee empowerment in the 

credit card space is a post-purchase activity; and perhaps because relatively few 

customers have benefited from sellers cutting them some slack without shaming 

them in the process, and very few plan on needing such accommodation. 

Profiles 
It’s tempting to say that there are 

two behavior patterns associated 

with credit card selection: 

“thoughtful” and “thoughtless,” but 

that’s a tad extreme. The data do 

show a concentration of high 

expectation behavior with a strong 

Customer Focus element (Great 

Expectations and Gray but Greening) 

as well as more than average “take 

whatever’s handy” selection (Sloppy 

Joes). In the latter case, these may 

be convenience-driven selections by 

customers looking for a no-fee “charge card” with the intent of paying it off monthly 

rather than carrying revolving balances. 

 
                                                 

1 The study by Fredrick Reichheld, then of Dain, showed MBNA improving on retention rates for Capitol 
One and others by empowering customer service employees. 

Segment % 
Industry 

% 
Overall 

+/- 

Great Expectations 26.0% 26.8% -0.8% 

Gray but Greening 17.8% 21.1% -3.3% 

Sloppy Joes 19.2% 19.1% +0.1% 

Close to the Chest 17.8% 18.6% -0.8% 

Easy Pickin’s 5.5% 7.8% -2.3% 

Random Acts 13.7% 6.6% +7.1% 
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Adapting to customers 
 With attrition being a very significant, industry-wide problem, credit card issuers 

should work all the Customer Focus issues to slow customer outflow. Attrition 
kills profits about as fast as any customer-related issue. 

 In particular, card companies should take corrective action to raise the level and 
tone of customer communication. 

 Card companies should offer customers more support with contested charges 
(ties to improving the tone of customer communication). 

 Efforts should continue to eliminate processing and reporting errors. 

 Sellers should anticipate additional customer attrition if they attempt to obscure 
fees and rate increases—as is widely reported happening. These behaviors leave 
the door open for a “white knight” competitor to offer customers transparency in 
fees and rates.1 

 

 

 

                                                 

1 The study authors were involved in designing a very successful program of this type for American 
Express. 
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GGRROOCCEERRYY//SSUUPPEERRMMAARRKKEETT  
 

 

 

From a customer perspective, grocery/supermarket is perhaps more of a commodity 

business than any other industry the study analyzes. And just looking at the factor 

deviations from mean scores, the price dimension, along with convenience, would 

appear to be the primary selection triggers. However, ignoring the Customer Focus 

dimension, despite lower than mean scores, would be a mistake. 

“Empowering employees” and “quality products” still outrank any of the price factors 

in importance. And customers scored “continually earns customer loyalty” high 

enough to make it a primary influence on selection. 
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To be sure, the advantageous financial position of the sample base plays a role here, 

and less affluent shoppers 

would certainly rate the price 

dimension higher than it is 

here, perhaps much higher. 

Nonetheless, the fact that 

price does not dominate these 

study ratings indicates that 

grocery/supermarket is far 

from a pure commodity play. In 

fact, ratings indicate a 

bifurcated supermarket sector, 

with customers of different 

means (or differing tolerances 

for food cost) having very 

different expectations.  

As supporting evidence for this 

perspective, the Byerly’s 

supermarket chain in the 

Minneapolis/St. Paul market 

of the U.S. offers prime beef,1 

an extensive selection of fresh 

fish,2 a similarly wide selection 

of imported cheeses, an 

extensive array of organic 

fruits and vegetables, very 

accommodating and attentive 

                                                 

1 The highest  U.S. Department of Agriculture standard, normally found only in very upscale 
restaurants. 

2 Minneapolis is over 1,000 miles from the nearest ocean. 

Factor 

 % 

top 2 box 

(industry) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 76.1% 76.4% -0.3% 

Communicates honestly 58.5% 64.9% -6.4% 

Employees empowered 74.4% 71.0% +3.4% 

Addresses customer needs 53.0% 65.0% -12.0% 

Seeks customer input 39.0% 40.5% -1.5% 

Continually earns loyalty 57.3% 56.7% +0.6% 

Communicates respectfully 47.6% 56.7% -9.1% 

Won’t sell wrong product 31.5% 51.6% -20.1% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 22.7% 40.6% -17.9% 

360° view of customer 16.5% 33.8% -17.3% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 60.4% 49.8% +10.6% 

Offers big  customer pricing 41.1% 40.4% +0.7% 

Consistent best prices 67.7% 58.0% +9.7% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 11.0% 11.4% -0.4% 

Narrow line of products 12.2% 13.8% -1.6% 

Outsources customer service 11.0% 8.9% +1.1% 

Sends birthday cards 7.9% 9.0% -1.1% 

Strong brand 35.2% 34.5% +0.7% 

Automated customer service 32.9% 31.6% +1.3% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 79.3% 51.5% +27.8% 
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customer service (including liberal return policies), aesthetically designed displays 

and carpeted floors throughout. And customers pay perhaps 10% more across the 

board (plus a much higher increment for meat). Interestingly, a significant portion of 

Byerly’s clientele is decidedly blue collar, indicating that financial means alone are 

not the only litmus test for identifying customers preferring a more upscale than 

normal supermarket experience. 

Also of note—customers have very limited interest in Information Sharing or in having 

grocery sellers know more about them. 

Segments 
Not surprisingly, Close to the Chest 

purchasing behaviors, which run 

heavily female, are elevated here. 

The surplus of these behaviors, 

brings a strong emphasis on 

Customer Focus coupled with 

expectations of Aggressive Pricing—

and that’s a hard combination for 

companies to handle. The poor 

financial condition of some major 

U.S. supermarket operators attests 

to this. 

The lower than average presence of Great Expectations and Gray but Greening 

behaviors almost certainly reflects who grocery shops in the family, which is 

regrettable (both of the male study authors do the grocery shopping).  

Adapting to customers 
 The retail food industry should recognize that focusing solely on price (and 

convenience) in full service supermarkets ignores a substantial customer 
segment looking for Customer Focus dimension behaviors from sellers. 

 Stores should empower employees at all levels to resolve customer issues when 
raised, rather than referring them to managers. 

 More effort should go into offering incentives for continued business. 

Segment % 
Industry 

% 
Overall 

+/- 

Great Expectations 20.7% 26.8% -6.1% 

Gray but Greening 14.6% 21.1% -6.5% 

Sloppy Joes 20.7% 19.1% +1.6% 

Close to the Chest 29.9% 18.6% +11.3% 

Easy Pickin’s 8.5% 7.8% +0.7% 

Random Acts 5.5% 6.6% -1.1% 
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 While offering incentives is a definite positive for customers, tying incentives to 
detailed customer databases containing personal information may render 
incentives counterproductive because of violations of privacy concerns.  
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HHOOTTEELL  
 

 

 

Hotel customers may consider many factors before they book—starting with location 

and expanding out to Customer Focus factors, Information Sharing factors and 

incentives and corporate rates.1 Product quality, empowered employees, incentives 

and loyalty programs plus location are the prime selection criteria,2 although 

Information Sharing and pricing factors are certainly important. Business as Usual 

factors, once again, don’t factor in. The very positive scores for “Continually earns 

                                                 

1 The nature of our sample base makes these business travelers’ ratings. For personal use, factors 
such as consistent best pricing and brand strength would almost certainly score stronger. 

2 Again, for business travelers. 
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loyalty” and “Incentives for Business” attest to the strength of frequent guest 

program in the hospitality sector. 

It’s interesting to compare customers’ ratings of hotel buying factors with their airline 

buying factors. The complexity 

of rating factors for hotels 

indicate that customers view 

the lodging industry as highly 

differentiated, which leads to 

travelers selecting among 

hotels with rates sometimes 

hundreds of dollars apart, 

based on non-price factors. 

On the other hand, these same 

travelers will often select 

among airlines based on price 

considerations, often very 

small increments. Yet both 

industries significantly affect 

the travel experience 

qualitatively (who wants to be 

over six feet and be forced into 

a narrow middle seat with only 

18” pitch for a three hour 

flight, never mind a longer 

one?). So why is the airline 

industry almost purely a price-

driven market and the hotel 

industry a quality of service 

market?  

The history of regulation in the 

Factor 

 % 

top 2 box 

(industry) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 78.9% 76.4% +2.5% 

Communicates honestly 66.1% 64.9% +1.2% 

Employees empowered 79.6% 71.0% +8.6% 

Addresses customer needs 67.0% 65.0% +2.0% 

Seeks customer input 46.8% 40.5% +6.3% 

Continually earns loyalty 67.0% 56.7% +10.3% 

Communicates respectfully 56.0% 56.7% -0.7% 

Won’t sell wrong product 42.2% 51.6% -9.4% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 53.7% 40.6% +13.1% 

360° view of customer 42.1% 33.8% +8.3% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 60.6% 49.8% +10.8% 

Offers big  customer pricing 49.1% 40.4% +8.7% 

Consistent best prices 56.9% 58.0% -1.1% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 11.9% 11.4% +0.5% 

Narrow line of products 13.0% 13.8% -0.8% 

Outsources customer service 3.7% 8.9% -5.2% 

Sends birthday cards 12.8% 9.0% +3.8% 

Strong brand 28.4% 34.5% -6.1% 

Automated customer service 31.2% 31.6% -0.4% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 73.1% 51.5% +21.6% 



 128 

airline industry is one factor, but one also has to blame the entire airline industry for 

allowing itself to lapse into a commodity business with self-destructive price 

competition. Airline management may know how to keep planes flying, but with rare 

exceptions they don’t understand customers the way hospitality management does. 

And on the hospitality management side, hotels have been one of the first industries 

to “get it” about empowered 

customers—and one of the first to 

act. 

Segments 
Hotel buying behaviors are a mixed 

bag. The stronger than average 

Sloppy Joes presence probably 

indicates a “take whatever pops up 

first attitude” on the part of relatively 

unseasoned travelers. It could also 

point to mandated choices for 

business travelers. On the other 

hand, the stronger than average 

Close to the Chest presence points to a strong Customer Focus impact on decision-

making, The low Easy Pickin’s behavior quotient indicates that most hotel room 

buyers have at least some standards they want met. 

Adapting to customers 
 Follow the positive example set by industry service leaders (two of which are 

identified in the “best/worst” company ratings). 

 Maintain robust frequent guest programs—and hospitality companies managing 
multiple chains should make sure the programs work across the different chains. 

 Utilize information sharing programs, but keep them optional because of the 
prevalence of “Close to the Chest” behaviors. 

 Staff training that shows strong customer values is a must—as are empowered 
employees. 

 Hotel management should be careful not to get hooked into “hidden charges.” 
Customer tolerance is waning. 

Segment % 
Industry 

% 
Overall 

+/- 

Great Expectations 26.6% 26.8% -0.2% 

Gray but Greening 20.2% 21.1% -0.9% 

Sloppy Joes 22.9% 19.1% +3.8% 

Close to the Chest 22.0% 18.6% +3.4% 

Easy Pickin’s 1.8% 7.8% -6.0% 

Random Acts 6.4% 6.6% -0.2% 
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RREESSTTAAUURRAANNTTSS  
 

 

 

The customer equation for selecting restaurants is quite simple: serve quality food; 

make sure your employees can replace or credit anything less than good; if you’re on 

the casual end of the scale, watch your prices; be convenient to customers; and 

remember that a restaurant is only as good as the last experience there. Of course, 

one should add in several restaurant-specific factors such as an excellent wait staff, 

good table management, decor and cleanliness—and don’t forget the wine list. 

Build a customer database and track what regular customers eat? That’s a big 

yawner. 
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Aggressive Pricing? Offering incentives and keeping prices moderate help, but more 

at the tie-breaker level than as primary triggers.1  

Brand? Again, not a factor. 

Customers select restaurants 

based on the product and 

service. 

What tells the story best about 

restaurants is that customers 

rate every dimension except 

“convenience” (which is 

actually a factor) lower than 

average as a decision-making 

influence.             

The strong buying factors are 

individual factors, including: 

“product quality,” “empowered 

employees,” and “continually 

earning loyalty.” Even the 

strong negative variances are 

for “do not apply” factors. 

Basically, these ratings say 

that customers are still making 

restaurant  selection decisions 

based on traditional criteria, 

and that the “new customer” 

has barely emerged in the 

restaurant space.    

                                                 

1 Price does become more important for fast food and “somewhere to eat” restaurants. 

Factor 
 % 

top 2 box 
(industry) 

% 
top 2 box 
(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 84.4% 76.4% +8.0% 

Communicates honestly 53.1% 64.9% -11.8% 

Employees empowered 75.3% 71.0% +4.3% 

Addresses customer needs 48.8% 65.0% -16.2% 

Seeks customer input 39.8% 40.5% -0.7% 

Continually earns loyalty 57.8% 56.7% +1.1% 

Communicates respectfully 38.9% 56.7% -17.8% 

Won’t sell wrong product 40.4% 51.6% -11.2% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 17.9% 40.6% -22.8% 

360° view of customer 15.4% 33.8% -18.4% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 46.3% 49.8% -2.5% 

Offers big  customer pricing 28.4% 40.4% -12.0% 

Consistent best prices 45.1% 58.0% -12.9% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 14.3% 11.4% +2.9% 

Narrow line of products 16.8% 13.8% +3.0% 

Outsources customer service 3.7% 8.9% -5.2% 

Sends birthday cards 19.4% 9.0% +10.4% 

Strong brand 27.8% 34.5% -6.7% 

Automated customer service 16.0% 31.6% -15.6% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 59.3% 51.5% +7.8% 
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Segments 
A skew towards Close to the Chest 

behaviors brings concern for 

Customer Focus and Aggressive 

Pricing factors both, but not much 

interest in formal Information 

Sharing programs. The big dip in 

Great Expectations segment 

participation probably reflects 

reduced customer empowerment in 

an industry that still retains a 

significant degree of seller 

dominance (after all, how many of us 

argue with the chef—or the 

sommelier?). 

Adapting to customers 
 Stick to the basics: food; wine and beverage (if fine dining); service; surroundings. 

 Don’t get tangled up trying to get fancy with customer information management—
there’s no payback. 

 Brand-building will work much better on the commodity side than in fine dining. 

 As part of the general shift from seller to buyer control, anticipate that the market 
for very high-priced “vanity” dining will eventually shrink—as will the degree of 
seller empowerment. 

Segment % 
Industry 

% 
Overall 

+/- 

Great Expectations 17.9% 26.8% -8.9% 

Gray but Greening 19.8% 21.1% -1.3% 

Sloppy Joes 20.4% 19.1% +1.3% 

Close to the Chest 29.0% 18.6% +10.4% 

Easy Pickin’s 7.4% 7.8% -0.4% 

Random Acts 5.6% 6.6% -1.0% 
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WWIIRREELLEESSSS  TTEELLEECCOOMMMMUUNNIICCAATTIIOONNSS  
 

 

 

With customers giving top rating for the study to two of the three factors in the 

Aggressive Pricing dimension (“offers incentives” and “consistent best prices”) plus 

giving the third factor (“big customer pricing”) the second-highest rating—there’s no 

question regarding the power of price to influence customer wireless telecom 

decisions.  

However, customers also report that several other factors weigh in. Both Information 

Sharing dimensions score above the mean, with both “360° customer view” and 

“shares information internally” well above average, indicating that customers want 

wireless providers to “walk their talk” and stay on top of information management. 
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Also, and perhaps related, customers rate “automated customer service” second 

highest for the survey, behind 

only the bank industry score. 

But all that still leaves perhaps 

the most important 

dimension—once again, the 

Customer Focus factors. The 

scores hover right around the 

mean—with spikes in 

“addressing customer needs” 

and “communicating 

respectfully” (which might well 

be interpreted as “don’t lie to 

me about coverage in your 

advertising” and “give me 

straight information in your 

stores”).  

Like the “i-Pod” market, the 

wireless market will be buzz-

driven for the near term, which 

gives sellers some cushioning 

from customer anger over 

service problems—provided 

they’re addressed. Apple can 

still get away with needing a 

near-dedicated service counter 

in Apple stores to fix the 

amazing number of i-Pod 

casualties. But the honeymoon 

always ends—at which time it’s back to Customer Focus factors.  

Factor 

 % 

top 2 box 

(industry) 

% 

top 2 box 

(overall) 

+/- 

Customer Focus 

Quality products 76.1% 76.4% -0.3% 

Communicates honestly 64.8% 64.9% -0.1% 

Employees empowered 70.0% 71.0% -1.0% 

Addresses customer needs 73.9% 65.0% +8.9% 

Seeks customer input 38.0% 40.5% -2.5% 

Continually earns loyalty 55.4% 56.7% -1.3% 

Communicates respectfully 63.3% 56.7% +6.6% 

Won’t sell wrong product 52.5% 51.6% +0.9% 

Information Sharing 

Shares info internally 50.0% 40.6% +9.4% 

360° view of customer 46.2% 33.8% +12.4% 

Aggressive Pricing 

Incentives for business 65.2% 49.8% +15.4% 

Offers big  customer pricing 53.3% 40.4% +12.9% 

Consistent best prices 68.5% 58.0% +10.5% 

Business as Usual 

Believes in cross-selling 9.8% 11.4% -1.6% 

Narrow line of products 9.8% 13.8% -4.0% 

Outsources customer service 10.9% 8.9% +1.0% 

Sends birthday cards 4.3% 9.0% -4.7% 

Strong brand 41.3% 34.5% +6.8% 

Automated customer service 41.3% 31.6% +9.7% 

Other 

Convenient purchase 45.7% 51.5% -5.8% 
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Segments 
The two leading segments again are 

Sloppy Joes and Close to the Chest. 

Both bring a strong emphasis on 

Aggressive Pricing. For the Sloppy 

Joes segment, that’s pretty much it. 

But for the Close to the Chest 

behavior set it takes more than price 

to close the deal. Beyond price and 

technology, wireless sellers need to 

stress Customer Focus factors now—

and not wait for the future. 

Adapting to customers 
 Price-only strategies only serve a portion of the customer base. 

 Both the sales and service experience will play a dominant role in determining 
customer opinion of wireless sellers. 

 Customers may brag about their great rate—but not nearly to the extent that 
they’ll bitch about poor service and disrespectful treatment. 

 Wireless sellers would be well-advised to stay ahead of the curve in customer 
information management—especially providing customer-facing employees a full-
circle view of customer relationships. 

 But at the same time, it will be important not to push customers who prefer not to 
share personal information. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Segment % 
Industry 

% 
Overall 

+/- 

Great Expectations 26.1% 26.8% -0.7% 

Gray but Greening 16.3% 21.1% -4.8% 

Sloppy Joes 23.9% 19.1% +4.8% 

Close to the Chest 22.8% 18.6% +4.2% 

Easy Pickin’s 5.4% 7.8% -2.4% 

Random Acts 5.4% 6.6% -1.2% 
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DDAATTAA  AACCQQUUIISSIITTIIOONN  &&  AANNAALLYYSSIISS  
 

 

he data acquisition approach for this survey was very straightforward. 

CRMGuru.com, which hosts content covering the whole spectrum of customer-

centricity topics, recruited both subscribers and site visitors to take this survey, which 

the study authors developed. Some additional participants learned of the survey via 

viral marketing. 

Data acquisition 
 The survey instrument asked participants to put aside their professional roles and 

put on their “customer hats,” then rate to what degree 20 different company 

behaviors (factors) influenced their personal buying decisions.1 The instrument asked 

participants to select the three industry sectors they felt most comfortable rating 

from a list of 19—then rate the importance of each factor in each industry on a scale 

of 0 (low) to 7 (high).  Following the main part, the survey asked participants to name 

up to three of the most and least customer-friendly companies they knew along with 

their reasons for listing them. Then, before exiting the survey participants were asked 

to identify their age, gender, education level and professional title.  

Data collected 
In all, 547 participants provided 1,465 specific industry ratings. To qualify for 

inclusion in the study, each industry needed to reach a threshold of 50 customer 

ratings. For a specific customer rating to be included, the participant had to rate the 

importance of at least 13 of the 20 decision factors provided.2 Participant response 

                                                 

1 The study authors subjected the factor list to considerable peer review to limit the potential for 
personal bias creeping in. 

2 As is often the case in studies such as this, some respondents drop out after beginning the survey. 
Requiring a minimum of 13 completed ratings for each industry rated minimizes these problems. 

T 
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was sufficient for analysis of 12 of the 19 industry sectors.1 Interestingly, there were 

no close calls. The seven sectors without sufficient data miss the mark widely—in part 

because they’re industries where most customers still don’t see themselves as 

customers (such as physicians and hospitals); partly because of infrequent buyer-

seller interaction (such as insurance and wireline telephone); and partly due to 

survey sample demographics (electronic entertainment equipment). 

Data analysis 
Initially, the participant ratings were put through a two-stage factor analysis process, 

first to define the behavioral dimensions and second to place factors within 

dimensions. Subsequently, cluster analysis was used to identify relatively consistent 

and discrete behavior sets customers exhibit, which led to definition of six behavioral 

segments.  

                                                 

1 The original target was 10. 
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SSUURRVVEEYY  BBAASSEE  CCOOMMPPOOSSIITTIIOONN  
 

 

s shown on the accompanying 

table, the survey base is 

unquestionably skewed towards 

relatively affluent customers with high 

buying power. They are predominantly 

male, highly educated, many in prime 

income earnings years and employed in 

responsible positions within their firms.   

Although not a representative sample of 

the global customer base, the skew 

makes survey participants prime targets 

for sellers in all the industries analyzed, 

and accordingly an audience to be 

listened to more closely than a 

representative sample. Quite simply put, 

sellers that can’t satisfy these buyers, 

whether in consumer or business-to-

business settings, won’t be successful—

with the possible exception of wireless 

communication sellers.  

Unfortunately for traditional marketers 

and advertisers, the old “25 – 39, get 

‘um on the way up” dictum is thoroughly out of date. As discussed earlier, the Baby 

Boomer population bubble—and even greater concentration of discretionary spending 

power with boomers than population numbers would indicate—has changed the 

A 
Age Percent 

Under 30 9% 

30-39 29% 

40-49 34% 

50-59 23% 

60 or older 5% 

Education Percent 

High School 2% 

Some college 11% 

4-year college degree 29% 

Graduate study/degree 57% 

Occupation Percent 

C-Level Executive 14% 

Vice-President Level Executive 12% 

Other Senior Management 15% 

Middle Management 21% 

Sales/Service/Marketing Staff 10% 

IT Staff 2% 

Other Staff Position 2% 

Small Business Owner 7% 

Consultant 11% 

Industry observer 0% 

Student/Intern 0% 

Other 5% 

Gender 

Male 64% 

Female 36% 
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rules. Today, most industry sectors have no choice but to contend with an older, 

savvier customer base with higher expectations than younger segments—which 

makes this survey base especially relevant. 

Geographic distribution 
Consistent with the overall make-up of CRMGuru.com’s membership and non-

member traffic base, approximately 50% of the 

survey participants were from the U.S., with 

approximately 30% more from countries with first 

tier economies and the balance from emerging 

countries. Based on the survey authors’ 

observations while traveling and their inputs from 

ex-U.S. contacts, many emerging companies are 

experiencing heightened levels of customer change 

and increased pressure on business to change as a 

result. Consequently, future studies of this type 

should reflect even wider global participation. 

Demographic cross-tabs 
While age, gender, education level and professional title data were all gathered to 

help describe the survey base, the survey cross-tabs only age and gender data 

against customer buying-decision feedback. Using the remaining two demographic 

factors for analysis was not productive.  

For the age grouping, the study uses life stage categories1 rather than media splits, 

because the former better approximate generational transition points where 

customer behavior is most likely to change.  

                                                 

1 The life-stage concept, fully articulated by famed Harvard psychologist Erik Erikson, identifies that 
human behavior changes predictably as people move among nine stages (only four of which, starting 
with adolescence, are of interest to sellers of other than toys and breakfast cereal). A number of pop-
psychologists predicted that the Baby Boomer generation would break the mold by maintaining its 
generational values and uniqueness instead of passing through these stages, but observations over 
time have deflated these theories. 

 

Region Percent 

U.S. 49% 

European continent 11% 

Canada 8% 

U.K. 6% 

Australia/New Zealand 6% 

Asia 5% 

India 5% 

Africa 3% 

Mexico & Latin America 2% 

Other 4% 
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Broad-based age related findings 
 The older the customer, the more demanding the customer.  That’s demanding, 

not quarrelsome. 

 The older the customers, the more quality-oriented they are.  Older customers 
can afford quality. 

 The older the customers, the less price sensitive they become.  Contrary to 
common perception—and other studies shows this continues past the survey 
sample age range. 

 The four age segments tended to coalesce into two groups.  In most factors, the 
under 30 and 30-39 elements tend to have similar scores—and the 40-49 and 50 
or older segments did likewise—with a gap commonly between the two younger 
and two older segments. Considering the overwhelming concentration of 
discretionary buying power in the two older segments, plus their superior 
numbers, advertisers and marketers should be careful to economically justify 
initiatives targeting the younger brackets. 

 The younger the age bracket, the less concerned customers are about the 
seller’s Customer Focus (or lack thereof). Obviously from the data, Customer 
Focus and higher customer expectations overall are much more life stage driven 
than generational. Consequently, today’s lower expectation customers will 
naturally become tomorrow’s higher expectation customers. 

Factor differences 
 The over 50 group has the highest receptivity to narrow product line sellers, But 

it’s still not very high. 

 The 40-49 group is the most concerned with companies continually earning their 
loyalty. The over 50s score it second highest. 

 The two older groups rate 360° view of the customer much higher than the 
younger groups.  However, even their higher ratings are well below Customer 
Focus scores. 

 The older groups also rate both “empowered employees” and ”won’t sell what’s 
not in customer best interests” higher than the two younger groups.  That’s not 
surprising, because trust and civility become more important with age. 

 There’s a big fall-off in expectations for ”communicates honestly” among the 
youngest group.  Trust is not as big an issue to younger customers. 

 Reviewing the age-based ratings overall, they definitely reinforce the importance 
of life stages in determining how purchase decisions are made.  The fact that 
Baby Boomers still listen to Mick Jagger has no relevance to whether or not 
they’re following normal life stage patterns—which they are. 
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Broad-based gender related differences 
 Women have higher customer-focus expectations.  Almost across the board, 

even among individual factors where differences were less than statistically 
significant, women posted higher scores. But the overall difference is less 
than dramatic. 

 Men are somewhat less price sensitive.  Men make somewhat fewer price-
based decisions and are less influenced by incentives. 

 Women are more convenience oriented.  Thereby countering the perception 
that men are lazy. 

 There’s no difference gender-wise in rating brand as a purchase trigger.  
There seems to be a perception that women are more brand influenced. The 
survey sample suggested that perhaps men are, but the difference between 
women and men was less than significant. 

Factor differences 
 Women had stronger preferences than men for these customer-related seller 

behaviors: 

o Offering top-quality products 

o Continually earning their loyalty 

o Communicating respectfully 

o Empowering employees 

o Offering best prices 

o Offering incentives 

o Acknowledging important dates 

 Men had stronger preferences than women for only one customer-related 
seller behavior: 

o Having a 360° view of customers. 

 It’s not a stretch to say that women are more considered purchase decision-
makers than men. 
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RRAATTIINNGG  CCUUSSTTOOMMEERR--PPLLEEAASSIINNGG  CCOOMMPPAANNYY  PPEERRFFOORRMMAANNCCEE  
 

 

n to the fun stuff. And on to an area where statistics may not be the best 

method of defining probability or significance. To demonstrate why, please 

imagine a panel of 554 customers worldwide brought together to decide which 

companies worldwide demonstrate the most customer-pleasing business practices 

and which demonstrate the least customer-pleasing practices. Now, 50% of the panel 

comes from the U.S.; 8% comes from Canada, which shares some sellers with the 

U.S. but far from all; and the other 42% come from elsewhere around the world. Each 

representative has the opportunity to nominate up to three “best” companies and up 

to three “worst” companies—based on personal experience, not reputation. 

Considering that most delegates have personal experience with but a very limited 

circle of companies within the global business community, how great are the chances 

that any single company will get more than a handful of votes? How great are the 

chances of any company getting more than one? 

Of course, there’s no way to answer these questions—statistically at least. But that’s 

the dilemma the study authors faced when project sponsor CRMGuru.com asked 

them to “ask the question.” Would the outcome be an empty set for “best” and 

“worst?” Or would one or a handful of companies garner just enough votes to register 

on the vote-o-meter? Or are there companies with pervasive enough market presence 

that make such a strong impression on customers that they’ll generate enough votes 

to be recognizable. The study authors’ intuition was the middle possibility—several 

companies with multiple votes but probably not enough to count. 

Well, the study authors were wrong. While the vote count for any single company isn’t 

high enough to split hairs over, when over 6% of the voters nominate the same “best” 

performer, that may not be overly significant statistically, but it is amazing. Likewise, 

when over 4% agree on a “worst” performer, that’s pretty amazing too.  

O 
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As it turns out, virtually every company gathering an appreciable number of votes 

appeared on both the “best” and “worst” sides of the ledger—which in and of itself is 

a significant occurrence. Consequently, the study tabulates the net “best” score by 

subtracting the number of “worst” votes from the “best” total—and likewise for 

“worst” companies with predominantly negative votes.  

To make the list, companies needed a net score of 10 votes minimum—a significant 

endorsement (or criticism). 
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HHIIGGHHEESSTT  RRAATTEEDD  CCOOMMPPAANNIIEESS  
 

 

Below are the winners in the “best” category, with the net positive percentage of 

delegates voting for each listed alongside the company name. Below each name and 

percentage is a representative sampling of the verbatim comments received from 

customers voting. Several more companies—American Airlines, Citi and Honda 

Motors would have made the “best” list had the “worst” votes not been subtracted. 

However, both AA and Citi would have also made the “worst” list had “best” votes not 

been subtracted. 

1. Amazon.com (4.2%) 

o Knows everything about me, makes it very easy to shop and manages my 
service expectations right, first time, every time. 

o Extremely interactive and good service. Studies the customer and provides 
related information. Doesn't sell you what's not in your interests. 

o Service never fails, delivery date is always as promised, when a problem 
appears, customer service reacts very fast. 

o They're so switched on and know exactly what I like and send me only relevant 
information. Not at all intrusive. 

2. Nordstrom’s (3.8%) 

o Low pressure shopping, but helpful friendly staff when needed.  Pricing is a bit 
higher, but atmosphere is better and less stressful than other department 
stores.  Returns are not questioned.  Salespeople go out of way to create a 
good experience. 

o High quality products, Convenient locations, Excellent service during the sale 
and after the sale, Empowers employees to resolve complaints and return 
issues. 

o Nordstrom is the epitome of a customer-centric company. One doesn't mind 
paying higher prices because the level of service is so superior. 

o Sales people know their merchandise; sales is both empowered (none of the 
'let me call my manager' stuff) and willing to go the extra mile (call other 
stores, their buyers, whomever they need to get the merchandise for you); 
customer-driven (vs. store-driven) return policies; when you ask for an opinion 
how something looks/fits on you, they tell you honestly vs. lie or spin to sell 
the article; Brand expectations always line up with the experience. 
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3. Toyota/Lexus (3.7%) 

o Demonstrated products that address user and environmental problems. 

o When I bought my Highlander I researched it online and then asked for a 
quote. I promptly received 8 quotes in my area. None of the sales people I 
dealt with gave me a hard sell. They were only interested in what I wanted and 
if they could get it to me in a reasonable timeframe and within my budget. 
After I bought my car, I was surprised at how much it told me (when to change 
my oil etc) and they also had a support web site which is very useful. I cannot 
find what I need online I can call the 800 # for prompt service. I never waited 
longer that 3 minutes until I spoke to someone. Toyota continually asks me for 
my opinions on new products that relate to me. 

o Communicates with me in ways that respect your time, privacy and 
preferences for where and how to purchase. Empowers employees to go the 
extra mile to satisfy me. Communicates honestly about customer-related 
issues. 

o Offered to do out-of-warranty work for me at no cost - that was amazing. 

4. Southwest Airlines (3.3%) 

o Earning rewards is easy; change of flights does not result in high fees; 
customer service is top notch -- no arguing with agents about what is right; 
great pricing; effortless online booking; appropriate amount of email 
communications. 

o Simple, effective, low cost service in an industry full of complicated, 
ineffective, expensive competitors. 

o The staff acts like they're in charge and not filling a space or doing a job. The 
energy rubs off on you it makes you want to jump in and help. 

o Southwest has infused their entire organization with a customer service 
mentality and they have empowered their employees to make decisions that 
affect the experience with their company. 

5. Dell Computer (2.6%) 1 

o Dell really seems to have a handle on the relationship when you interact with 
them.  They are able to access all pertinent information about you.  The reps 
also seem to have the ability to make sure that you are satisfied. 

o Dell makes its product capabilities and its ordering process based on what 
customers are looking for as opposed to what the product can do. Don't wow 
me into a sale. With all of the marketing blitz out there, the wow factor is hard 
to get. Rather, figure out what I want out of a desktop PC and put the offers 

                                                 

1 Dell actually garnered sufficient negative vote to qualify for the “worst” category, but the net of 
positives versus negatives was a considerable plus number. 
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and ordering system out there that hits those needs in plain language, not 
industry or sales speak. 

o Custom solutions, separate divisions for each customer segment, focus on 
each customer’s needs, up-to-date product, speed of delivery, other related 
products offered, wide price ranges available 

o Everything is outsourced, hard to get personal attention. Each department has 
no idea about customer information contained with other departments. 
Complete mess when it comes to small business accountability. However, a 
good quality product. 

6. Marriott Hotels (2.4%) 

o All experiences with Marriott have been positive, Customer Focused and 
efficient.  They have mastered 'express check-in' and assuring customer 
satisfaction during the stay. 

o I was unhappy with a hotel experience, but didn't say anything.  Marriott sent 
me a survey, which I filled out honestly and sent back.  Three weeks later I 
received an email and note from the hotel GM addressing the issue, and 
offering 3 or 4 layered solutions to make sure I return and have kept the 
brand in my consideration set.  It worked. 

o Knows who you are and tries to make your stay as close to the creature 
comforts of home as possible. 

o Never takes my business for granted. 

7. American Express (2.0%) 

o Focused on the customer experience. You can get a live person when you 
want to speak with someone and not get someone in some land where we 
cannot understand them due to a thick accent nor press a bunch of buttons 
just to get to a live person. 

o Professionally trained employees are empowered to solve problems in a quick 
manner.  They offer other services put don't pressure you to buy.  They also 
make good use of rewards and loyalty programs. 

o They always know who I am.  They provide me incentives.  They answer the 
phones on first ring.  They never question my disputes.  They offer me perks 
without me asking.  They don’t slam me with junk or sell my name. 

o Tailors services to my behavior and offers me several options not locking me 
into one reward path or payment policy. 

8. Hilton Hotels (1.8%) 

o As a Platinum member of their 'loyalty' scheme, I get an easy way to 
accumulate and redeem points to feed my lust for long haul travel that I 
couldn’t afford otherwise. 



 147 

o The group appears to act as one entity - even different hotel chains within the 
group will gladly sort out your next trip to another country, using your details 
already on their internal system. They have tied me in really well - I'm very 
loyal when they have a hotel near my destination! 

o Quality product, pro-active services & put things right when there is a problem. 

o Have been helpful in situations where my schedule changed abruptly. 
Consistent value. Friendly staff. 
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LLOOWWEESSTT  RRAATTEEDD  CCOOMMPPAANNIIEESS  
 

 

Survey participants did not coalesce around “losers” as they did around “winners,” 

although American Airlines, Best Buy,1 Citi, Dell Computer, McDonald’s and 

Northwest Airlines only escaped through offsetting “best” votes for each. 

Nonetheless, two companies finished high enough to win this dubious distinction. 

1. Wal-mart/Sam’s Club (3.8%)2 

o In the past, I would have ranked them in the very HIGH level of customer-
centric behavior but that has changed in the last decade.  The customer 
service staff is not friendly and often seem overworked and under-enthused to 
help the customer.  In addition the checkout lines are long. They are 
competitively priced but the poor shopping experience doesn't make the low 
cost attractive. 

o Cashes in on cheap labor from other countries instead of using local American 
resources. 

o The staff really doesn't know much about what is in the store.  Their stores for 
the most part are disorganized.  They never have enough staff at the cash tills 
so you always have to wait a long time to be served. 

o Advertising as low priced, where they really have one product per product line 
that is low priced but no one buys that very low quality product. 

2. Sprint/Nextel (2.0%) 

o Fees, hidden mechanisms for contract renewals (which you didn't want); poor 
high-end equipment selection and rebates; no proactive rate plan 
adjustments for high volume users.  No service differentiation for those who 
spend $150 per month versus those who spend $35. 

o No customer service person has any accountability or motivation to do a good 
job 

o Worst customer service ever. Period.  There appears to be zero 
coordination/communication between the stores and the phone, and I've only 

                                                 

1 Best Buy’s customer-focused turnaround effort is only a year old and deployed in less than half its 
stores.  

2 Several of the “worst” votes for Wal-mart, including one that’s posted above, apparently relate to 
“social justice” issues rather than company operations. However, Wal-mart would have made the list 
even without these votes. 
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found one Sprint store with a good staff; most of them are clueless and have 
misrepresented costs, plans and features. 

o Rigid processes; no one is empowered to help you. 
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FFIINNAALL  TTHHOOUUGGHHTTSS  
 

 

e, the study authors, definitely had a point of view before initiating this study, 

which we shared with you in the Introduction sections. But we did not have a 

predicted outcome, because it’s very important to both of us to “let the data do the 

talking.” 

In past studies that we’ve conducted, we’ve had several outright surprises and many 

more surprises by degree. While we could say that all the surprises from this study 

were “by degree,” several were much more than under projections or over 

projections: 

“Outright”  surprises 
 Customers melding product quality and customer-sensitive behavior into a 

single dimension, rather than two. 

 The extremely high level of importance placed on “empowered employees” as 
a purchase trigger. 

 The extremely low scores customers gave brand as a buying influence.  

 The Information Sharing dimension showing so poorly as a buying influence. 

 The relative similarity of buying behavior across industry segments. 

“By degree” surprises 
 The degree of dominance of the Customer Focus behavioral dimension in 

triggering customer purchase decisions, especially across the disparate 
industry groups that received sufficient ratings. 

 Customers so utterly rejecting cross-selling as a buying influence. 

 Lower than anticipated importance of price in automobile purchase decisions. 

 Lower than anticipated importance of brand in bank selection decisions. 

 The polarization between younger (under 40) versus older customer purchase 
behavior. 

W 
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There were many more significant surprises along the way, but the point is that we 

learned a tremendous amount by conducting this study, and we hope that you did as 

well by reading it. 

Thanks to all who participated, and thanks for reading. Plus our sincere thanks to 

Bob Thompson, founder and president of CRMGuru.com, for his continued support of 

our work. 

 

Regards, 

David J. Mangen, Ph.D 

Richard A. Lee 

 

 

 

 

 


