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The Meteora mountains in northern Greece are unique. Millennia of erosion have resulted in a breath-taking spectacle of high, somewhat rounded peaks, deep valleys and mysterious formations. The Meteora was a highlight of a family road trip across mainland Greece. Ancient Greek Orthodox monasteries are perched atop the peaks and six of them contain active orders of monks and nuns, evoking images of Greek religious life in bygone times.

[image: Images]

The architectural beauty of the monasteries and their setting was striking, but the irrepressible marketeer in me was also struck by the poor quality of their souvenir shops. Each of the active monasteries has a shop. On our visit, five of them were devoid of customers. These five offered an identical range of dusty knick-knacks and were staffed by bored salespeople staring listlessly at their mobile phones.

One monastery, Agios Stefanos, presented quite a different scene. There, it was the nuns themselves who ran the shop. They described their products to customers with enthusiasm, proudly rang up sales of homegrown herbs and homemade teas, oils and liqueurs and kept the shop in order. Unsurprisingly, this shop was packed with customers during our visit and few left empty-handed.

WHY WERE THE NUNS MORE SUCCESSFUL THAN THE MONKS?

There are six market players in Meteora. The context of the market is the same for all six. Yet only one of the six shops seemed successful. Why?

At first glance, the answer is simple: the nuns’ products were better and, combined with their passion and charm, this gave customers a unique and appealing experience.

But perhaps there was something more at play. They may have had an inspiring leader, skilled at motivating the nuns to take part, or a reward system that motivated the nuns to optimise the customer experience. Maybe there is a rich history behind their unique products? I do not know the answer, but there was clearly a different culture at Agios Stefanos compared to the other five monasteries.

Why is it that one company manages to build a unique customer experience, while others fail miserably, even if the context and market conditions are identical? Could all the shops have been successful? Of course! What do they need to change and what steps would be involved? How does one polish a diamond in the rough?

Questions like these fascinate me! That’s why I wrote this book.

IS YOUR BUSINESS A DIAMOND IN THE ROUGH?

Over the past 22 years, I have had the privilege of a front row seat, watching scores of companies as they succeeded or failed with customer-centric strategies, an approach that seems very simple on the surface, but is often difficult in practice. Companies can easily become bogged down by rigid systems or faulty communication. A common complaint is, ‘We have so much potential, but it remains untapped.’

I have yet to meet a company that does not have good intentions for customer experience; (almost) everyone has the intention of getting it right. Yet, most companies remain diamonds in the rough in terms of customer experience: their customer experience potential is not fully exploited.

How can companies close this gap? How can their potential to create a winning customer experience be maximised? How does a company evolve from a diamond in the rough to a beautiful, sparkling and radiant diamond?

THAT IS WHAT THIS BOOK IS ABOUT, AND IT IS ONE I HAVE WANTED TO WRITE FOR A LONG TIME!

Some readers may be familiar with my previous books, such as, The Offer You Can’t Refuse, a book about marketing strategy and vision. It, along with my other books, was based on theory and used market data to derive marketing models. A Diamond in the Rough is different. It is made up of stories and practical tips from my personal experience gained during more than two decades of consulting in the field, involving hundreds of company visits. Thus, this book is a compendium of practice-based market knowledge. I share my opinions and my insights. Do not expect great new theories, but rather lots of fresh insights and ‘Aha!’ moments to strengthen your customer-centricity in daily practice. Included are more than 100 concrete tips to improve your customer-centricity. The tips are woven into the text and summarised at the end of the book for your convenience.

Many of you already have your vision in focus but are still struggling with its execution. This book is designed to help you put your vision into practice.

This book is primarily a ‘HOW?’ book.

‘HOW’ can your company become more customer-centric? It would surely not be that difficult to make the other souvenir shops in Meteora work successfully. Yet it did not happen. What could the monks have done to change that? What role do managers play? How do managers build a culture where every employee is committed to work in a customer-focused manner every day?

I am very keen to help companies rapidly strengthen their customer focus, be they large or small companies, B2C or B2B, based in the East or the West. I am convinced that developing a radiant diamond mindset can make a difference in any type of company. My dream is to soon see numerous rough diamonds shining like beautiful jewels.

I suppose you are thinking, ‘Actually, we are already one of those polished diamonds; is this book still for me?’ I would like to invite you to read on, nonetheless. After all, shiny diamonds can become dusty and dull if they are not frequently polished. But above all: shiny diamond managers usually become excited by learning about customer-centricity. Shiny diamond managers are experts at picking up new ideas and adopting small changes that make the diamond shine just a little bit more. You are sure to find your fill of new and practical ideas in this book.

I wish you much inspiration and enjoyment reading this book, my sixth book on customer-centricity. As always, you can send your feedback directly to me. I love to read your stories and hear what aspects you have been working on. You can reach me via just about any social media or via my direct mail address: Steven@VanBelleghem.biz

THANKS FOR THE INSPIRATION, SIEBE

I owe the metaphor of the diamond to our eldest son, Siebe. He is passionate about science. One day he was studying different aspects of diamonds. When he told me about what he had learned, I was busy working on a new presentation for a client. His story about the evolution of diamonds immediately appealed to me. The following day, I used the metaphor of the rough diamond for the first time in a presentation. I noticed that it resonated with my audience, so I began using it. Eventually, it became the title of this new book.

Here, I will let Siebe explain in his own words how a diamond is formed. This scientific structure the evolution of a rough to a radiant diamond – is the basis for the structure of this book.
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The next day I used the metaphor of a diamond in the rough for the first time in a presentation.





FROM A ROUGH DIAMOND TO A FINISHED GEM - THE SCIENTIFIC VERSION

By Siebe Van Belleghem, science enthusiast, 03-08-2009.

#1 WHAT IS A DIAMOND?

A diamond is, simply explained, a mineral that crystallises under immense pressure after a long time and eventually becomes a rough diamond under the influence of pure carbon. To make this possible, you need a few crucial elements. Enormous pressure, pure carbon and a matrix. A matrix is the ‘mother’ of the diamond. It is the stone in which the diamond is formed. A matrix can consist of materials other than ordinary stone, for example: copper ore, iron ore and sometimes gold.

The matrix can affect the diamond’s appearance by increasing the concentration of magnesium, for example. This can cause the diamond to look different in colour: pink, black, green or red are colours you wouldn’t expect to see on a diamond. This is probably because bright diamonds are most often used on jewellery such as rings. According to many, this is also the most beautiful colour for a diamond.

Coloured diamonds are often mistaken for other valuable minerals like rubies, emeralds and topazes because of the colour. No matter how similar other gemstones are to diamonds, the difference lies in the hardness. Diamonds are the hardest material in the world, making them the only ones to achieve a perfect 10 on the Mohs hardness scale. Any gemstone that does not reach a score of 10 is therefore not a diamond.

Before diamonds are treated, they are rough diamonds. Rough diamonds have a rough surface and usually have irregular shapes. When a diamond is made in a lab, they use a method called crystallisation. This makes them look more like an eight-sided die. A useful tip to tell the difference between a natural diamond and a lab-made diamond is to use a magnifying glass to look for a series of numbers on the diamond. If you see those, then it is lab-made; if not then you have a natural diamond. Obviously, the lab-made diamond is worth less because it is less rare, but that does not mean it is less beautiful. Most people will never see the difference.

#2 FROM ROUGH DIAMOND TO BRIGHT DIAMOND

A lot of steps are required to turn a rough diamond into a diamond worthy of a ring. Let’s start with the most important steps that will drastically change the look.

Rough diamonds always have a lot of internal cracks that don’t look pretty. Those cracks are removed with a special oil applied to cover the culprits. They will still be there; you just will not see them anymore. A rough diamond also often has discolourations caused by internal dust, which causes the diamond to look a bit cloudy instead of bright. To ensure that those discolourations do not lower the quality, they are burned away by heat treatment.

To make the rough surface nice and smooth, we need harder means (literally). To sand a diamond, you need diamond-lined tools, because only a material that is at least as hard can make a diamond nice and smooth. This is how you get a bright diamond. Then, despite all these procedures, it still doesn’t look like a diamond you would see on a ring. It looks more like a glass cone with a cut edge.

#3 FROM BRIGHT DIAMOND TO FINISHED GEM

Next, the diamond is cut. This is done using special tools, usually made from artificial substances that are at least as hard. The diamond is cut in such a special way that most of the light entering the diamond frontally is reflected out through the many facets at the bottom. This creates a stunning effect called ‘fire’ because of its reddish colour.

The diamond is now ready for the final step. The diamond is very carefully placed on the ring. To ensure that the diamond does not fall off the ring, it is held by four or sometimes three prongs. These arms are then bent to fully secure the diamond. That was the final step; the diamond ring is ready to be sold.
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CHAPTER 1

A DIAMOND IN THE ROUGH






‘WHEN YOU TRY YOUR BEST BUT YOU DON’T SUCCEED’

COLDPLAY - FIX YOU





A POLISHED DIAMOND IN THE CONSTRUCTION SECTOR

If there is one sector where there is still room to grow in terms of customer focus, it is the construction sector. I do not know what your experience is with construction companies, but mine is not terribly positive. How often are appointments to build or repair something cancelled at the last minute? How often are the agreed budgets overspent? Confidence in pricing is so low that people automatically assume they will pay 30% more than the quoted price. And if the final budget does not exceed that 30% buffer, customers are satisfied. There are truly a lot of diamonds in the rough in this sector.

The exception that proves the rule: I recently had the opportunity to give a presentation for the construction company ibens and was impressed by their customer experience. Martin Geernaart, one of ibens’ co-CEOs, asked me, ‘What do construction companies always have problems with?’ The answer was simple: respecting the agreed budget (friction 1), meeting the agreed timing (friction 2), combined with poor communication with the customer (friction 3).

These three frictions are where ibens excels. Their mission statement reads as follows: realise clients’ building dreams within their available resources. Their success formula is to have the architects and engineers work with the team that maintains the client relationship. If architects are given free rein on a project, they tend to overdesign, and engineers are inclined to propose the latest technology. This translates into overspend. If all parties collaborate from the start, this source of customer friction is addressed from the outset and a ‘bickering culture’ is avoided. When the plan and budget are mutually agreed upon, it is difficult to assign blame to another party if something goes wrong. Consequently, the team tends to devise solutions that keep projects on track.

The managers at ibens prefer to have long-term contracts with their partners and they make a point of paying them correctly and on time. If something goes wrong in a project resulting in a cost overrun, ibens absorbs it. Without discussion! The job security offered to partners, combined with prompt payment, translates into risk containment. This results in strong bonds between ibens and their construction partners and motivates them to adhere to project schedules. This philosophy eliminates the second friction (timing).

People from the construction industry can make a very strong counter argument: that given the price inflation of building materials and logistics challenges in recent years, these things are beyond their control.

But ibens also faces these difficulties. This is when the art of communication comes in. For example, if there are difficulties with supplies from China, for example, a conversation with the customer starts immediately. ‘Look, dear customer, we have a problem. The product you have chosen is currently unavailable, but here is a similar product that we can deliver to you at short notice. You can choose to stay with your first choice, but if you do, we expect delivery to be delayed by four weeks.’ This is an example of how to offer customers a choice and a solution by being proactive and transparent, two aspects of communication that customers love.

The team at ibens offers a very clear promise to customers in their mission statement. This mission is clear internally and externally. It reflects empathy and partnership radiating like a diamond between ibens, its partners and its customers. This book profiles companies that succeed in taking their customer experience to the next level, that are radiant like diamonds. The approach at ibens can be implemented anywhere and in any type of market. Unfortunately, most companies today are rough rather than polished diamonds.



HOW DISNEY MESSED UP A MARRIAGE PROPOSAL

We are all very big Disney fans in our family, including the movies and the theme parks. Recently, we revisited Disney World in Florida. We really enjoyed the atmosphere there, the beautiful decorations and the high quality of the attractions. As a customer experience enthusiast, I also appreciate their efficiency and the friendliness and flexibility of the staff. Every detail of the customer experience has been well thought out and their employees demonstrate pride in working for Disney. This combination is worth its weight in gold.

Despite Disney’s impressive track record in customer experience, things do go wrong from time to time. In mid-2021, a young man planned a momentous event at Disney. He wanted to ask his girlfriend to marry him at Disneyland Paris. They arrived at Sleeping Beauty’s castle at midday where he invited her to stand on a small stage in front of the castle. When he dropped to his knees, the young woman immediately knew what was going on. She clasped her hands in front of her mouth when he showed her the the ring and asked ‘the’ question. His friends were filming everything, and passers-by looked on with delight as this beautiful moment unfolded. Suddenly, a Disney employee wearing a Mickey Mouse hat stormed onto the stage, leaned over and snatched the ring out of the young man’s hands before the girl had a chance to reply. The employee pompously directed the couple to continue to a spot next to the stage. Goodbye atmosphere! Goodbye romance! Goodbye unique video to show the kids later!

[image: Images]

Why did this go so wrong?

One of Disney’s strengths is their extremely solid processes and procedures. These are designed to facilitate the circulation of large groups of people through a busy theme park in comfort and to ensure the safety of customers and employees. During this marriage proposal, Disney’s strength became a weakness. The employee in question followed the process perfectly: guests are not allowed on stage. In this case, the employee did not sense that this was a unique moment. Perhaps this situation could have been handled differently? The staff member had good intentions and followed the rules, but the execution was not ideal. Even beautiful diamonds sometimes have their rough edges.

THE SLIDE IN EVERYONE’S PRESENTATION

Do you have it too? The PowerPoint slide in your presentation where customer focus is described as one of your objectives? This theme has, no doubt, been presented several times to your employees as well. This is a good intention, but one that does not often go beyond the slide. Companies can convince themselves that they offer excellent customer service and be quite shocked at customer research that demonstrates that this is not the case. A statistic that has become a classic in the world of customer-centricity is: 80% of CEOs think their company is customer-centric, but only 8% of customers agree1. There is a huge gap between what companies think they achieve and how effectively it comes across to customers.

There can even be a big difference in perception between a company’s management and employees. I chatted briefly with the CEO of a large e-commerce company to fine-tune a presentation I was about to make at one of their events. ‘Steven,’ he said, ‘in terms of customer experience, we are doing very well.’ As I prepared my computer for the presentation, the IT team came by to help me with the technology. A member of the team asked, ‘What is the topic of your presentation?’

‘Customer focus,’ I replied.

‘That’s very good; we still have a lot to learn about customer focus. It goes completely haywire here so often.’

A DIAMOND IN THE ROUGH

Do you recognise this paradox? Your company has the will to become customer-centric. Your company has made plans to become customer-centric, yet your company fails to excel in customer-centricity.

This problem is the great paradox in the world of customer-centricity: just about every company has good intentions, but most of the time the execution is only average in quality.

[image: Images]

Of course, there are different levels of customer-centric intention and execution:

[image: Images]Graphite. Presumably they exist, but I have only rarely encountered them, that is, organisations that have no intention of building a good relationship with the public. Their chances of success at becoming customer-centric are virtually non-existent, of course. The only organisations that would be classified here are phishing organisations. Their aim is to rob the public. They are the opposite of customer-centric, yet unfortunately they often succeed.

[image: Images]Fake Diamonds. Occasionally, I come across organisations that have good stories about their customer experience, but which I find are substandard in practice.

[image: Images]Rough Diamonds. These are companies that yearn to be very customer-centric, but cannot get past certain barriers, meaning that they never get complimentary feedback and so they lose motivation and remain stuck in the middle ground. This is where most companies are found. These organisations are not bad at customer-centricity, but they do not excel at it either.

[image: Images]Frustrated Rough Diamonds. I always feel sorry for the employees of these companies. Everyone wants so badly to excel in customer focus. Their intentions are higher than average, but their execution is mediocre. Often these companies are bumping up against far too complex internal structures which hamper flexibility of execution that is required to really excel.

[image: Images]The Polished Diamond! The dream! These are the companies that know very well how they are going to make the customer happy and manage to make it happen.

In the remainder of this book, I want to take you on that adventure: to hone the rough diamonds into a beautiful, bright and polished diamonds. But first, let us review when and how this adventure has gone wrong for so many companies, beginning in the 1980s.

CREATION OF ROUGH DIAMONDS IN THE 1980S

The shareholder value model became popular in the 1980s. The term, shareholder value model, was first mentioned in Fortune magazine in 1962. Eight years later, economist Milton Friedman introduced his ‘Friedman doctrine’ in an essay for The New York Times. His main point was that a company has no responsibility to society or the general public; its only responsibility is to its shareholders. About 10 years later GE’s CEO, Jack Welch, gave a speech entitled Growing Fast in a Slow-Growth Economy, widely seen as the beginning of the obsession with the shareholder value model. Since then, this theory has guided a lot of leaders and investors.

The ultimate objective of the shareholder value model is a rising share price. As a result, decisions are not made for the long-term good of the company, but rather for the short-term impact on the share price. A company that fires employees to cut costs is often rewarded by the stock market with a rising share price. A company that announces that it will invest more in R&D and innovation to create long-term value often gets punished by the stock market. This is how the market works. For instance, numerous analysts criticised Meta’s (rebranded Facebook) massive investment in the Metaverse. Zuckerberg’s company was punished on the stock market because of its hefty R&D costs until he began to reduce expenses by firing people and the stock rose again. And the crazy thing is that everyone thinks this is logical. After all, investing too much in the day after tomorrow is bad for short-term shareholder value.

Another trend that began in the 1980s was the creation of private equity funds that piled into technology companies and pressured management for rapid ramp-ups in value. Forty years later, the world still operates according to this model, one which does not always benefit the customer experience. Rough diamonds that are managed in this way tend to remain rough diamonds because they are often compelled to target short-term financial results at the cost of building long-term customer trust.

Fortunately, a big change in terms of social interest is now emerging. The Friedman doctrine, where the sole focus is financial profit, is thankfully no longer considered as the preferred template for corporate strategy. However, the workings of the financial markets continue to ensure that companies remain focused on the short term. Higher prices, indexation of wages and general market pressures force many organisations into cost-cutting mode. This is understandable, of course, but if this reduces the quality of service, it degrades long-term customer relationships. Many readers will have felt this dichotomy: you want to do something for customers, but the pressure on short-term financial results is sometimes so great that the customer comes second. The enormous pressure on short-term financial results is the biggest cause of average customer service (diamonds in the rough). A long-term mindset will be one of the necessary elements for companies to evolve from rough to polished diamonds.

TECHNOLOGY IS NOT A SHORT CUT TO ENHANCED CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE

The Peter Principle was described by Dr Laurence J. Peter in his 1969 book, The Peter Principle: Why things always go wrong. The Peter Principle is the observation that in a fixed hierarchy, people are promoted until they reach their level of incompetence. In other words, people are promoted based on success in their existing role into a new role for which they may not have sufficient competences. I believe the Peter Principle can be applied to many technologies. For example, many people (I plead guilty in part) believed that technology would offer short cuts to higher customer satisfaction. ‘If we buy technology X or Y, satisfaction will increase.’ But the promise of some new technologies has been over-estimated. They have been promoted for uses that are beyond their capacity.

Artificial intelligence, augmented and virtual reality (metaverse), crypto, NFT, Web3, Blockchain and other technologies have unique applications and strong stories that excite many people. Many of them have been promoted as having a high potential to also improve the customer experience, but their success rates are low. Investing in technology is a necessity, but this alone will not transform companies into polished diamonds: there is no short cut to a great customer experience.

Of the various technologies that have emerged over the past decade, only mobile technology and e-commerce have demonstrated success in improving the customer experience. Indeed, technology devoid of a mobile component now seems unthinkable. Mobile technology has clear benefits that enhance the quality of the customer experience. It increases service speed, enables high quality self-service and permits personalisation and new communication options. All these benefits have become standard features of the company/customer interface. The same applies to e-commerce. The ability to find almost any product online and to receive it at home the next day has increased convenience for many consumers. The amount of time an average family can save thanks to e-commerce is incredible.

Many other technologies can be described by the Peter Principle. Consider the role of voice assistants, for example. In my 2017 book, Customers the Day After Tomorrow, I wrote enthusiastically about their potential. By 2018, this technology was working at 80% of its theoretical potential, allowing me to envision various customer experience possibilities. Who does not dream of a personal assistant who can book appointments and proactively arrange all kinds of things? Or imagine being able to automatically order products through a digital butler. As I write this book in 2023, this technology has achieved only 10% more of its potential. It has not yet delivered on its promise.

[image: Images]

The same can be said about self-driving cars. In 2014, I was convinced that our eldest son Siebe would no longer need a driving licence. The car would pick him up and bring him back later. Now we are nine years on (Siebe is 14) and it is 100% certain that he will have to drive the car himself when he reaches driving age. The concept of self-driving cars still captures my imagination, but until the technology achieves a 100% safety level, the transition will not happen. For example, if planes could only make a successful landing 99% of the time, there would be about 1,000 plane crashes a day.

Customer service chatbots are another underperformer, frustrating more people than they help. In theory, chatbots seem great: machines respond to routine customer inquiries, while humans respond to more complex, emotional questions. I am a huge proponent of this principle, but in practice, most chatbots fail at answering even the simplest questions. Forty-six percent of consumers become frustrated when they cannot choose a human at the start of a customer service query2 and 55% say it takes too many questions before a chatbot realises that it does not know the answer to the question or does not even understand the question3.

In short, we expect too much from technology too soon, making it incompetent for the task at hand. Another demonstration that there is no short cut for improving the company-client relationship.

WHAT IF TECHNOLOGY REACHES THE 99% STANDARD?

In late 2022, the world got to know ChatGPT – an AI chatbot developed by Open AI. The enthusiasm was enormous. In just two months, the platform had more than 100 million active users. That makes ChatGPT the fastest adopted software tool ever in history4. In comparison, TikTok took nine months to reach 100 million users and Instagram 30 months. The reason for the enthusiasm is easy to explain: ChatGPT produces useful output in seconds.

Have you also had the ChatGPT conversation with your children? How are we going to use this technology for school? Will your kids be allowed to use it? For which tasks will its use be permitted and for which tasks not? Does your school have a policy on this? At some point during 2023, most students probably submitted a task created with this AI homework assistant, only to wait anxiously to see if the teacher caught on. I think we are all secretly jealous. If only we had such a tool during our student days, right?

[image: Images]

Was there a ChatGPT conversation during Q1 2023 in your company too? Were there discussions about which tasks to use it for and how to apply it? For example, junior copywriters questioned the survival of their jobs as the AI content output is at least as good as what some entry-level copywriters produce. ChatGPT will not replace top journalism, but it could very well replace authors with average writing ability.

The potential of ChatGPT has revived enthusiasm for artificial intelligence because it offers tangible proof of AI’s potential and, thus, provides added value. It excels at the job it was designed for, so it does not fit the Peter Principle. It is generally accepted that ChatGPT still sometimes generates errors, yet these are seen as acceptable shortcomings in view of its potential. So, the question arises: can this kind of technology take the customer experience to the next level once it becomes 99% error free? The answer is clear: of course. Just as the smartphone has brought new experiences and possibilities, artificial intelligence will undoubtedly do the same.

Artificial intelligence will increase personalisation, make communication between internal and external people more efficient and in doing so open the door to more proactive services. These are all elements that customers value. However, new technologies require ongoing investment to succeed in meeting the requirements of the modern customer.

Can this high-performance form of AI (or some other new breakthrough technology) be enough to transform your business from a rough to a polished diamond?

CUSTOMER CULTURE IS THE BASIS FOR POLISHED DIAMONDS

Rien Brus, a customer experience (CX) consultant responsible for customer-driven transformation at pension administrator APG, made the following important point during a recent conversation: ‘Every time I see a new technology, I can be so impressed by it. After a few months, there is no longer astonishment, it has become a normal part of life. Sometimes I even expect more from it and those expectations are not met. However, when I meet a company with a genuine customer culture where you feel how people are genuinely interested in their customers, well, that never becomes normal. That never gets boring. That continues to make me feel good every time.’

The business community focused too much on short-term financial results during the 1980s. In the first 20 years of the new millennium, we were overly optimistic about the potential for new technology to enhance customer satisfaction. Despite the benefits of new technologies, they are not enough to make a sustainable difference in customer satisfaction. After all, ChatGPT is available for every company in the world. Initially one company may be able to use the technology more effectively than another, but this is advantage will erode very quickly. The technology will become necessary for success but like most technologies, it will very quickly become a minimum requirement and not a sustainable differentiator for success.

It is becoming increasingly clear that the only sustainable way to make customers truly satisfied is by creating a culture where the customer is truly at the centre. This is an environment where both the leaders and employees of an organisation are imbued with customer-centricity. This is a culture where everyone realises that a satisfied customer is the guarantee of future success. It is a culture that is willing to suffer short-term pain to ensure long-term success. And do not get me wrong: being profitable and achieving solid financial results are obviously part of that. It is necessary to be able to make customers happy and continue to invest in your customer experience. Pieter Zwart, founder and CEO of Dutch e-commerce company Coolblue, expresses it well: ‘When I started Coolblue, I had two goals. I very much wanted to become a multimillionaire and I very much wanted to have the most satisfied customers. That’s why the finance director and customer satisfaction director are the two most important people in the company. Meanwhile, I can say that both objectives have been achieved.’

To become a polished diamond, it is necessary to see customer focus as an ongoing, long-term philosophy of your company. In the first few months after the COVID pandemic, it became very painfully clear that customer experience does not work like a Christmas tree. You cannot just turn your customer-centricity on and off when it suits you. Thirty-two percent of consumers feel that customer service is lower after the pandemic than before5. Forty percent of US consumers sense a drop in productivity and responsiveness of contact centres compared to the period before the pandemic6.

[image: Images]

The chaos at European airports during the summer of 2022 was the ultimate proof. The airline industry had put its customer experience on hold for almost two years. Travel restarted very rapidly after the corona crisis, but the industry failed to restart its focus on customer experience with equal speed. Again, managing the customer experience is not like throwing lights on a Christmas tree and switching them on and off when it suits you. It requires a stable vision and excellent execution.

A strong customer culture leads to a spiral of positive effects:

1.A strong customer experience. If a company has a strong customer culture, employees are trained to put the customer first. Moreover, they have the freedom to decide what is best for each specific customer. As a result, the customer gets a strong and personalised experience.

2.Higher customer loyalty. A better customer experience leads to higher customer loyalty. Eighty-three percent of customers say they change suppliers because of poor customer service7, and more than half of customers are even willing to pay more for a company with excellent service8.

3.A positive reputation. A strong customer culture leads to a stronger brand reputation, as customers are more likely to talk positively about a customer-centric company.

4.Competitive advantage. Customers today have more choice than ever. Moreover, the barrier to switching suppliers is lower than ever. A strong customer experience and good reputation make customers more likely to buy your products and services, leading to better financial results.

The faster this customer culture spirals within your organisation, the faster you can overtake competitors.

In a recent study by Salesforce, one of the key conclusions was that 88% of people value the product as much as the experience9. The well-known marketing strategist, Seth Godin, jokingly commented on this study saying, ‘Perhaps those other 12% didn’t understand the question properly.’ Of course, a good product is essential, but the importance of customer experience in making a purchase can be variable; but it is on the rise as Enrico Ceriani, AGC Glass Europe VP, pointed out in a recent presentation: ‘Our products and even our innovation will not differentiate us in the coming years. When we innovate, it usually provides a temporary advantage. The competition has become very good at copying our innovations quickly. The only thing that can give us a long-term competitive advantage is our customer culture. Our customer culture will ensure that we remain profitable in the long run.’

A strong customer culture is the key to transforming your organisation from a diamond in the rough to a polished diamond. It is this aspect of a company’s strength that is the hardest to copy.

FROM A DIAMOND IN THE ROUGH TO A POLISHED DIAMOND

In this book I describe how to transform a diamond in the rough (average customer culture) into a polished diamond (customer culture is a sustainable differentiator of your business).
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