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​Part 0: Introduction
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“The best time to plant a tree was 20 years ago. The second best time is now.” 

Chinese Proverb

#
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I want to share a gift with you this evening.

A restful night. Free from waking up in sweats. Free from the nightmares; the dreaded churn monster chasing you down a never-ending hallway, gobbling up your valuable customers and cackling maniacally. 

You know exactly what I mean. Even if you don’t obsessively dwell on or dream about customer churn it sits in the back of your mind gnawing away at you. It pops its ugly head up at any given moment. Maybe you’re the type who prefers to ignore it, blissfully unaware of the danger that lurks somewhere within your business. 

Lucky you! Or maybe unlucky you, depending on how you look at it. 

But you purchased this book and that’s a good start. 

Even if you don’t finish it before the day is over I promise, you will at the very least rest easy with the knowledge that you have embarked on an electrifying journey. One that will make you think deeply about your approach to customer experience and churn mitigation. A journey giving you a new perspective and empathy for your customers and one that will help you to set in place a series of playbooks that will block the possible negative outcomes of this all too common challenge.

Let me be brutally fucking clear: if you're one of those executives who sits in board meetings claiming "we don't have a retention problem" while your customers quietly slip out the back door, this book is going to hurt. Because here's what you actually have: a denial problem. You're the CEO equivalent of someone with a raging house fire insisting everything's fine because the smoke detector hasn't gone off yet. Within every company there are always vulnerabilities. For some time it has been my job to locate the vulnerabilities and to mitigate the risk of them causing problems and I am thrilled to be imparting some of that knowledge to you through this book. 

Please, do not read this if you are feeling defensive, closed to new thoughts and ideas or you have a strong (yet probably false) conviction that you “do not have a churn problem”. It is fine. We all feel that way at times. Now is not the time for you to take an objective look at your current situation. My incredibly intelligent five-year-old sometimes says to me; “Daddy, I am not in the mindset to be open to learning.” Put the book down and try again another time.

Are you still reading? Great! Let’s push on.

#
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I spent a lot of time considering who the ideal audience is for this book. I pulled out a spreadsheet and before I knew it I had around 25 profiles. Anybody in Customer Success (of course), sales team members, leaders, executives, founders, entrepreneurs, product managers... There were too many specific groups of people who I genuinely believed would find value in this book. 

So I shortened it to one profile: 

“Anybody who gives a shit about customer retention.”

Amusingly, R.E.A.C.T is a proactive solution to customer churn, not a reactive one. Reactive churn mitigation is like throwing water onto a blazing oil fire; you might feel as though you are doing the right thing (water + fire = good, right?) but in reality, you are already pretty fucked. Reactive churn mitigation rarely ends in a “save” or a “churn-around” and even when it does you will spend the rest of your customer’s life sitting in the cuck chair ; obeying your customer’s blatantly rude commands, watching them flirt in front of your competitors and pleading with them to stay every time you feel them slipping away. 

In the words of George Costanza - “I have no hand...”

The only guaranteed way to stop an oil fire is to avoid an oil fire in the first place. The only way to truly mitigate churn is to build a robust series of playbooks that stop a customer from even entertaining the possibility of leaving you.

#
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REACT stands for:

Realise their value (promptly)

Elevate their experience

Anticipate and adapt

Continuously deliver value

Track behaviours and measure success

#
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It all begins with value.

Value is the significance, worth or importance attributed to something. Value is whatever value is to your customer. That something is the one thing that you need to seek out and cherish. You should shape everything that you do for your customers around it. Broadly speaking, your one job as a provider of a platform or service is to deliver that something to your customer, perpetually until the end of your relationship. 

Simple, right?

I am positive that I can trace every churn scenario that you have ever experienced back to value. If your customers are churning because of your price, they aren’t churning because of the price they are churning because they don’t see the value that your solution delivers in comparison to the price. If they are churning because they are cost-cutting, you had better believe that your product or service was not deemed to have delivered on their value enough to keep in the P&L.

But let me get one thing straight; customers are still going to churn.

You are probably not going to get it right 100% of the time and there is such a thing as “good churn”. We will come to that later but with this simple framework, you can mitigate the majority of scenarios that lead to “bad churn” before your customer even considers the possibility.

So please, dive in with an open mind and most importantly embrace this methodology of perpetual value delivery.

You have planted the tree and from today, it will grow.

So tonight, you can rest.
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​Part 0.5 The Bullshit You Need To Stop Believing
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"The first principle is that you must not fool yourself — and you are the easiest person to fool." — Richard Feynman

#
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Before we dive into the REACT framework, we need to perform some emergency surgery on your brain. Specifically, we need to cut out the cancerous myths that are slowly killing your customer retention efforts while you sit in boardrooms congratulating yourself on your "customer-centric culture."

Here's the uncomfortable truth: most of what you believe about customer success is complete bullshit. And I don't mean "slightly inaccurate" or "needs refinement." I mean weapons-grade, industrial-strength, how-the-fuck-did-this-become-conventional-wisdom bullshit.

The customer success industry has become an echo chamber of feel-good platitudes and pseudo-scientific metrics that make executives feel smart while their customers quietly slip out the back door. It's time for some brutal honesty about the lies we tell ourselves.

#
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Bullshit Belief #1: "We're Customer-Centric"

Let me guess: your company values include something about "putting customers first" or "being customer-obsessed." Your website probably has a section about how much you care about customer success. Your CEO gives speeches about customer-centricity.

And it's all fucking performance theater.

You want to know if you're actually customer-centric? Here's a simple test: When was the last time a customer need fundamentally changed your product roadmap? Not influenced it, not got added to the backlog—actually changed it. When did you last kill a feature your engineering team loved because customers found it confusing?

If you're scrambling to think of an example, congratulations—you've just discovered you're not customer-centric. You're customer-adjacent at best.

Real customer-centricity means making decisions that hurt your ego but help your customers. It means admitting that brilliant feature your team spent six months building is actually making your product worse. It means prioritising boring infrastructure improvements over flashy new capabilities because that's what customers actually need.

Most companies practice what I call "convenient customer-centricity"—they care about customers right up until it conflicts with their internal priorities, then suddenly customer feedback becomes "just one input among many."

#
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Bullshit Belief #2: "NPS Predicts Churn"

Ah, Net Promoter Score—the astrology of customer success. Executives love NPS because it gives them a single number to obsess over, like checking your horoscope to predict your love life.

Here's what actually happens: Your biggest customer gives you a 6 on NPS because their procurement team trained them to never give vendors high scores. Meanwhile, the startup that rates you a 10 churns three months later because they ran out of money.

I've seen companies with NPS scores above 70 lose major accounts, and companies with mediocre NPS scores achieve incredible retention rates. You know why? Because NPS measures sentiment at a single point in time, not actual business value or switching costs.

Your customers might love you personally but still fire you if you're not driving measurable business outcomes. They might think you're adequate but stick around because integrating with a competitor would be a nightmare.

While NPS can be a valuable data point, stop treating it like gospel. It's one data point, not a crystal ball.

#
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Bullshit Belief #3: "We Just Need Better Communication"

This is the consulting equivalent of "have you tried turning it off and on again?" Every struggling customer success team gets told they need to "communicate better" with customers.

Bullshit.

You don't have a communication problem—you have a value problem. No amount of perfectly crafted emails, beautifully designed presentations, or thoughtfully scheduled check-ins will save you if you're not actually making your customers' lives better.

I've watched CSMs send weekly updates filled with product tips, industry insights, and personalised touches to customers who churned anyway. The customers weren't confused or uninformed—they just weren't getting enough value to justify the expense.

Better communication is like putting lipstick on a pig. If the underlying value isn't there, you're just creating more squealing noises for your customers to ignore.

#
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Bullshit Belief #4: "Our Churn Prediction Model is Accurate"

Your data science team built a beautiful machine learning model that analyses 47 different variables to predict churn risk. It has a confidence score and everything. You get alerts when customers enter the "red zone."

And yet you're still surprised when customers churn.

Here's why: most churn prediction models are built on correlation, not causation. They identify patterns in historical data but can't predict future behavior when business conditions change.

Your model might be excellent at identifying customers who look like past churns, but it's terrible at understanding why customers actually leave. It sees that customers who reduce usage by 30% in their final quarter have a high churn probability, but it doesn't understand that usage dropped because they hired a new CFO who's reviewing all software spend.

Stop relying on algorithms to understand your customers. Start having actual conversations with them.

#
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Bullshit Belief #5: "We Need More Touchpoints"

The thinking goes like this: if we just had more interactions with our customers, we'd have better relationships and lower churn. So teams implement cadenced check-ins, automated email sequences, and regular business reviews to maximise "touches."

This is like thinking you can improve your marriage by talking more without considering whether you have anything worthwhile to say.

More touchpoints without more value is harassment. Your customers aren't thinking "I wish my vendor contacted me more often." They're thinking "I wish my vendor would solve my actual problems."

Quality beats quantity every time. One conversation that identifies and solves a real business problem is worth fifty "just checking in" emails.

#
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Bullshit Belief #6: "Customer Success is About Preventing Churn"

This one is particularly insidious because it sounds logical. Keep customers happy, prevent them from leaving—what could be wrong with that?

Everything.

Customer success isn't about preventing churn—it's about driving expansion. Happy customers don't just stick around; they grow their usage, buy additional products, and become advocates who bring you new customers.

When you focus primarily on churn prevention, you're playing defense. You're trying to maintain the status quo instead of creating momentum. You end up with customers who don't leave but also don't grow, which is a slow death spiral for any SaaS business.

The companies with the best retention don't obsess over churn rates—they obsess over expansion rates. They know that customers who are getting more value over time rarely leave.

#
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Bullshit Belief #7: "We Just Need to Delight Our Customers"

Customer delight is the participation trophy of business strategy. It sounds nice, costs little to implement, and makes everyone feel good about themselves.

Your customers don't want to be delighted—they want their problems solved efficiently and reliably. They want to achieve their business objectives without drama, friction, or surprises.

Save the delight initiatives for consumer brands selling luxury experiences. If you're in B2B software, your customers want competence, not charm.

I've never heard a customer say "We renewed because they delighted us." I have heard hundreds say "We renewed because they helped us achieve our goals."

#
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Now let’s talk about the specific ways executives sabotage their own customer success initiatives.

#
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The CEO Who's Never Met a Customer

You know this guy. He's got "customer obsessed" in his LinkedIn headline and talks about being "customer-centric" in every all-hands meeting. He's memorised the company's NPS score and can quote customer satisfaction metrics on demand.

But ask him to name three specific customers and what they're trying to achieve with your product, and watch him squirm like a kid who forgot to do their homework.

I was in a board meeting where the CEO spent 20 minutes explaining their customer success strategy to investors. Beautiful slides, impressive metrics, sophisticated retention models. Then an investor asked, "Can you tell us about a specific customer who's achieved success with your platform?"

The CEO looked around the room like someone might throw him a life preserver. He started with "Well, we have many customers who..." before trailing off into generic platitudes about "driving value" and "enabling digital transformation."

Here's the brutal truth: If you can't tell specific customer stories, you don't understand your customers. And if you don't understand your customers, all your customer success initiatives are just expensive guesswork.

The Fix: Block two hours this week to talk to actual customers. Not your biggest ones—talk to the mid-tier clients your sales team ignores. Ask them what they're actually trying to accomplish and how you're helping (or failing) to get them there.

#
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The CX Executive Who Measures Everything Except Impact

Let me paint you a picture: Monthly customer success review meeting, conference room full of executives, and a presentation with 47 different metrics. Usage rates, feature adoption, health scores, engagement scores, satisfaction scores, effort scores—it's like a metrics buffet where everyone's gorging themselves on data.

Then someone asks the question that makes everyone uncomfortable: "So what business outcomes are we actually driving for customers?"

Silence. Shuffling of papers. Someone mentions "increased efficiency" without any specifics.

Here's what's happening: Your CX team has become professional metric collectors instead of value creators. They're measuring activity, not impact. They can tell you exactly how many times customers logged in last month but have no idea if those logins translated to business results.

I've seen CS teams track 20+ metrics religiously while their biggest customers quietly evaluate competitors. They were measuring engagement while missing the fact that engagement without outcomes is just expensive entertainment.

The Reality Check: Your customers don't give a shit about your health scores. They care about whether your product is making their business measurably better. If you can't connect your metrics to their success, you're just playing with spreadsheets while Rome burns.

#
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The Board That Approves CS Budget Cuts During a Recession

Picture this boardroom scene: Revenue is down, investors are nervous, and someone suggests cutting customer success costs to "optimise margins." Everyone nods sagely like this makes perfect business sense.

"Customer success is a cost center," they say. "We need to focus on acquiring new customers."

This is business suicide with a smile.

Here's what actually happens when you cut customer success during tough times: Your retention rates tank, your expansion revenue disappears, your customers become price-sensitive commodity buyers, and your sales team has to work twice as hard to replace the revenue you're hemorrhaging.

I watched a company cut their CS team by 40% during COVID to "weather the storm." Within six months, their net revenue retention dropped from 115% to 89%. They had to increase their marketing spend by 60% just to maintain revenue, which completely wiped out their cost savings.

The Uncomfortable Math: Retaining a customer costs about one-fifth of acquiring a new one. When you cut retention resources, you're choosing the most expensive path to growth.

What Winners Do: They double down on customer success during recessions. They know that when budgets are tight, customers scrutinise every dollar. The companies that prove clear ROI during tough times become indispensable.

#
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The "Customer Advisory Board" That Advises Nobody

Your company probably has one. A fancy quarterly meeting where your biggest customers fly in, sit in a nice hotel conference room, and provide "strategic input" on your product roadmap.

Everyone feels good about it. Customers feel heard, executives feel customer-centric, and someone gets to put "customer advisory board" on a PowerPoint slide about customer engagement.

But here's the dirty secret: Most of these boards are elaborate theater productions that change absolutely nothing.

I've been in advisory board meetings where customers provided crystal-clear feedback about critical missing features, only to see those same features languish in the backlog for years while the product team built whatever they thought was clever.

The Tell-Tale Signs Your Advisory Board is Bullshit:


●  The same customers give the same feedback every quarter

●  Product managers attend but your CPO doesn't

●  Feedback gets "logged" but never gets prioritised

●  Customers start asking why nothing from previous meetings got implemented



What Real Advisory Boards Do: They create direct lines between customer needs and product decisions. When customers suggest something, they see it in your product within quarters, not years. The board becomes a competitive advantage because you're building exactly what your best customers need.

#
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The Sales Handoff That Hands Off Everything Except Value

Here's the scene that plays out in thousands of companies every day: Sales closes a deal, everyone celebrates, and then the customer gets "handed off" to the implementation team.

The sales rep disappears faster than free food at a startup, taking with them all the context about what the customer actually wanted to achieve. The implementation team gets a contact list and a statement of work, but zero insight into the business value the customer expected.

The result: Technical implementation happens perfectly while business value delivery fails spectacularly.

I've seen customers spend months learning software that works exactly as designed while getting none of the business outcomes they were sold. The implementation team checks all their boxes, the customer can use all the features, and everyone's confused about why the customer seems disappointed.

The Brutal Reality: Your customers didn't buy your software—they bought a business outcome. When you hand off the technical details but not the value promise, you're setting everyone up for failure.

What This Looks Like in Practice: Customer expected to reduce manual reporting by 80%. Sales promised this outcome. Implementation team teaches them to use the reporting features. But nobody ensures their reports actually replace 80% of their manual work. Customer uses your product successfully but still does manual reporting. You've delivered features, not value.

#
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The Competitor Intelligence That Ignores Why Customers Actually Switch

Your sales team has beautiful battlecards. They know every competitor's pricing model, feature gaps, and weaknesses. They can eloquently explain why your product is superior on every measurable dimension.

So why do customers still leave for "inferior" solutions?

Because you're competing on product features while customers are choosing based on business value.

I watched a company lose a major client to a competitor with fewer features, higher prices, and worse support. The executives were baffled. "How could they choose that inferior solution?"

Simple: The competitor understood the customer's specific workflow challenges and built their implementation around solving those challenges. Our client had better technology but made the customer adapt to their way of doing things.

The Truth About Competitive Losses: Customers rarely leave because a competitor has better features. They leave because a competitor delivers better outcomes, provides clearer value, or requires less internal change to achieve success.

What Winning Companies Track: Not just what competitors offer, but why customers choose them. They interview lost prospects and churned customers to understand the real decision criteria. They compete on value delivery, not feature checklists.

#
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The Pattern Behind All These Failures

Notice what connects every one of these scenarios: Executives optimising for the wrong metrics while completely missing what customers actually care about.

I am positive that I am about to commit career suicide here but fuck it; A lot of functional executives that I have spent time with do not genuinely care about the performance of their function let alone the wider business. They walk into a meeting prepared - fistsful of bullshit numbers and charts that show a pretty picture while behind them everything is burning down. There is no humility or honesty; Some of them will blatantly lie or at the very least omit key information that doesn’t suit their narrative for that week. As soon as the metrics they reported on last week begin to look bad - hey presto - they’ve found a new metric to track. 

They measure activity instead of outcomes, track engagement instead of value, and focus on internal metrics while ignoring customer results. They're playing a completely different game than the one that actually matters.

Your customers don't give a shit about your health scores, your feature adoption rates, or your engagement metrics. They care about whether your solution makes their business measurably better than it was before they met you.

Until you align your metrics, priorities, and resource allocation around customer outcomes instead of internal vanity metrics, you're just rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic.

#
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The Truth You Need to Embrace

Here's what actually drives customer retention: consistent, measurable business value delivered efficiently over time. Everything else is decoration.

Your customers have budgets under pressure, bosses asking tough questions, and competitors offering alternatives. They don't have the luxury of maintaining relationships with vendors who aren't pulling their weight.

Stop believing comfortable lies about customer relationships and start focusing on uncomfortable truths about business value. Your customers—and your revenue—will thank you for it.

​

​
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​0.1 The Fallacy Of The ‘customer-Centric’ Organisation
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“Our shareholders do not care about customer metrics so why would we set one as a company wide OKR?”

I had just dropped a stink bomb, apparently; the idea of embedding a company wide metric focused on their customers when the CEO dropped this zinger. Sat in a large, bleak and unstimulating boardroom, the distinct smell of instant coffee and stacks of warm paper reams (in the age of technology) filling the air, three dull individuals stared blankly at me; executive leaders for a tech platform who I will not name, but who had seemingly endured the monotonous, corporate lifestyle for far too long. This was the type of company who, when you did some rudimentary research, had a Crunchbase profile which read: “venture funded, series unknown”. The tech companies who didn’t quite hit “hyper-growth" and were now trying to find their way but mostly still operated in a very uninspiring environment. I call these corporate-esque businesses the “houseboats”; notoriously slow and when you want to make a change of direction you need to turn the wheel about 200 metres before you actually need to turn. 

They had come to me seeking to implement a new Chief Customer Officer role to drive a new customer-focused culture in their business. Having been operating for over 15 years with some level of success they admitted that they did not yet deeply understand their customers and did not yet have a seat at the table for somebody who could bring their GTM functions together with a single focus on the customer, driving impactful action. 

This was something that they desperately needed so I had thought that the elementary idea of a new customer-centric metric that the whole organisation could get behind was the first step in driving this outcome. 

It seemed that this was the last thing on their minds. 

You see, this was the result of being slaves to unsophisticated shareholders and prioritising revenue metrics over all else for far too long. Not only was this not currently a customer-centric business, but this was a business that may never become one without a significant shift in their culture at all levels of the business (yes, I am talking about you Mr CEO). It was clear to me that this company was not ready to adopt such a culture as to do so requires so much more than I had proposed in a very short amount of time. 

It’s safe to say I did not progress my interest for this role in fact, they eventually pulled the role entirely. It seems that unsurprisingly, they’d had a change of heart. 

Many companies out there desperately want the appearance of customer-centricity but are not truly willing to commit. Jeff Bezos made it fashionable to be customer-focused so it checks out that a lot of companies want to, at the very least, have the appearance of following in the footsteps of “the messiah”. Bezos however would rally the shareholders of Amazon, bringing them onboard with this customer-centric journey. 

But how many of these disciples truly have the balls to make a significant shift in direction?

Not many, it seems.

To commit to becoming customer-focused you must be prepared to make significant changes, not only to your commercial strategy but your entire business and the way that you operate, from shareholders and CEO’s to your associates. Your company culture should reflect your customer-focused mentality. You need to be prepared to celebrate your customers finding success in using your product or service, not just your own company’s success.

#
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During my time with the delivery giant, Deliveroo, I observed a significant transformation in the company culture late in its growth stage (only a couple of years prior to IPO). This change coincided with Amazon's initial investment in the business, which had a profound impact on our approach to metrics and customer focus. Inspired by Amazon's commitment to becoming the world's most customer-centric business, Deliveroo began to prioritise "Customer Love" as one of the key metrics driving the entire operation.

Before this shift, we already had a strong emphasis on customer-centricity and a dedicated company pillar focused on customer experience. Will Shu (one of the founders and Deliveroo’s CEO) would regularly do a rider shift which gave him direct access to the customers that his business was serving every single day; however, the introduction of "Customer Love" as a top metric marked a seismic change in our approach. We restructured our operations to prioritise the improvement of customer outcomes, particularly for the bottom 10% of customer outcomes. Our mission was clear: we aimed to eliminate any negative customer experiences and drive improvements in NPS (Net Promoter Score), customer loyalty, and more. At the same time, our team sessions (such as company-wide all-hands) began to evolve. We were collectively obsessed with these customer metrics and other commercial metrics took a back seat.

This shift was palpable in every market where we operated. We conducted regular discovery sessions to gain insights into the customer experience, and our brand engagement strategy was built around understanding how it truly felt to be a Deliveroo customer. Through this process, we gained valuable knowledge about our business and our customers, and it was an incredibly rewarding experience.

Not only do you have to be prepared to make significant changes in your culture, business strategy and operations but you must also be prepared to continuously evolve. A truly customer-centric organisation seeks to understand customer value and iterates with its customers' needs.
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I have spent a considerable amount of time both working for and working with numerous airlines. These monolithic businesses throw a shitload of resources at building the appearance of being “customer-focused” and almost all of it is focused on loyalty programs. Their marketing teams are, in my opinion, the epitome of brilliance in their field. I spent some time working with a gentleman who was heavily involved in building a major UK based airline’s loyalty program. As we zipped through the streets of Chelsea in his little Fiat he dropped some wisdom on me. “The house always wins”, he shared. If built correctly a loyalty platform will never actually cost the business money, rather it will generate more revenue than it costs to deliver the benefits. 

As the leader of a global team I would fly 5 - 6 times a year to Europe in Business Class on a leading, middle-eastern based airline. I was a fiend for those loyalty points. I would check my app for each sector I flew, watching the points (and most importantly my status) slowly tick up. I vividly recall one day I landed in their hub on a long transit and made a beeline for the smoker's lounge. My travel agent had booked me on a slightly cheaper ticket in Business Class which meant that frustratingly, I did not have access to the Business Class Lounge that I usually frequented. Sat in a tiny room for the general public, diffused with the thick smoke emanating from Camel cigarettes I checked the app. My status had just been upgraded after the sector that I had just flown. 

I was now Platinum. 

I am ashamed to say that I received instant gratification; a feeling as though I was more important than every human packed into that tiny room at that very moment. I hurriedly extinguished my cigarette and damn near ran to the Platinum Lounge. As I rode the escalator up I glanced sideways at the entrance to the Business Class lounge where only 14 days earlier I had entered and greatly appreciated the facilities during a transit. 

A familiar sense of importance filled me once again. 

“Look at those poor people in the Business Class lounge”, I thought. 

For the rest of my life, I will not forget the few hours that I spent in the Platinum Lounge. Opulence simply cannot describe it; far from the buzz of activity in the Business Class Lounge, this was quiet and serene, almost uncomfortably so. I found a plush leather couch in the smoking room and ordered myself a coffee from the poor attendant, forced to wait on a bunch of rich wankers (and then me), all the while filling his young lungs with second-hand smoke. I sat down and rolled myself a cigarette. It was only then that I looked around the room. There were Sheiks (literally, the upper echelon of royalty) sitting, smoking their cigars and sipping on tea. Here I was in my tracksuit pants and sneakers, rolling a cigarette from cheap tobacco purchased from an “offie” in London. 

You see, the truth was, I could not afford the $50 or so it would have cost me to get into the Business Class Lounge on my ticket. I was broke. Sure, I was on an executive salary but as a single-income household with two young kids, paying way too much for a car that I had no business driving and renting a house in an area in which I did not belong meant that I was living paycheck to paycheck. 

Still, I was a sucker for those loyalty points that gave me a sense of status that I otherwise did not deserve. 

One thing is true. We, the consumers, never win with loyalty programs. Sure, we feel like we win; access to luscious lounges, points to spend on luxurious items and occasionally an onboard host calling us “Mr Baker” but at the end of the day, just like the casinos - the house always wins. 

Airlines are not the epitome of customer-centricity that they are perceived to be. There are in fact, two main things that airlines care about most:

One is fuel prices. Airline profitability is won and lost off the back of the price of fuel. The entire strategy of an airline will shift based on the fluctuations of this precious commodity. 

Two is yield. How many of our pudgy asses they can get onto each aircraft. Yield management in the airline industry is not unlike gambling on a 13 leg multi-bet. Most airlines will genuinely overbook every possible flight on the assumption that a small percentage of us will not make the flight. Received an impromptu upgrade? You, my friend, are a pawn in the game of chess yet, you feel like a king. You received that upgrade because the airline overbooked the flight and needed to shift some poor bugger into your economy seat. This time you got lucky. Next time you might get bumped onto the next flight. 
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