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Praise for What to Ask



“What to Ask cuts through the clutter of customer data noise and guides us squarely into their hearts and minds where we can help discover the unspoken needs and desires they’ve yet to articulate. If you are competing in a space clamoring for insights about your customers, read this book. Twice. And slowly.”


—Ron Carucci, Managing Partner, Navalent; bestselling author of To Be Honest and coauthor of Rising to Power


“What To Ask provides an enlightened view of the customer insight challenge that every single business today struggles with. And it delivers to-the-point, non-academic, no bullshit methods and guidance to address it.”


—Dennis Sparks, retired Director of Global Supply Chain at Pfizer, board member at the University of Iowa’s John Pappajohn Entrepreneurial Center


“What to Ask is a must read for business leaders and decision makers at all levels and in every industry and an invaluable resource for entrepreneurs who are seeking to innovate and differentiate in emerging markets or in existing markets where current solutions no longer meet customers’ needs.”


—Tom Trone, retired global marketing executive at John Deere; Entrepreneurial Instructor at The University of Iowa


“What to Ask is just what we need right now in the customer insights and marketing domain. Superior customer understanding is the new battleground for companies to gain a sustainable competitive advantage. This smart, practical guide leverages behavioral science to help you help customers reveal what really drives their decision-making, so that you have a real shot at impacting it.”


—Elys Roberts, CEO & Founder, BEESY


“A very thought-provoking look at how to better understand your customers. This book is packed full of fresh examples and practical case studies. Simply wonderful!”


—Richard Shotton, Founder, Astroten UK; author of the bestselling book The Choice Factory


“A must-read guide for anyone who wants to know what their customers or employees really want. This is an excellent, contemporary reference manual for people measurement and all the foibles of human nature that go with it, brought to life in a fascinating and memorable way.”


—Patrick Fagan, Co-Founder and Chief Science Officer, Capuchin Behavioural Science; Lecturer, University of London


“This book will help sharpen your customer focus. Incredibly immersive yet practical, it skips all the vague theories and delivers an immediately applicable method to shift organizational mindsets around customers and what they need now.”


—Steve Blank, Adjunct Professor, Stanford University; Senior Fellow, Columbia Business School; Father of Modern Entrepreneurship; author of The Startup Owner’s Manual


“This is the best title of any marketing book. And the contents more than live up to the promise. It is a masterclass in learning to uncover the decisive distinctions and paradoxes in human behavior, which most businesses overlook to their cost.”


—Rory Sutherland, Vice Chairman, Ogilvy UK; TED Global Speaker, author of Alchemy: The Surprising Power of Ideas that Don’t Make Sense


“I teach every entrepreneur that they must know their customer better than their customer knows themselves. This is the first book that I’ve read that shows you exactly what that means and how to do it.”


—Gino Wickman, Founder, EOS Worldwide; author of Traction and Entrepreneurial Leap


“In this insightful, entertaining and practical book, Andrea gives hugely useful and valuable frameworks to ensure the questions you ask give you the answers you need to drive business success.”


—Richard Chataway, author of The Behaviour Business; CEO, BVA Nudge Unit UK


“Customer insight is more important than ever. What To Ask explains cogently and practically how to understand customer needs in a world where technology creates the illusion that it’s ‘all in the data.’”


—Martin Reeves, Chairman, BCG Henderson Institute; author of Your Strategy Needs a Strategy and The Imagination Machine
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To my late father, Darwin. May we always be learning.










INTRODUCTION





How do we find out what our customers really want?


—Every Business Leader





Just take a spin through the Google machine, and you’ll find millions of ways to discover what customers want. Go interview them. Send out surveys. Implement process X. Use method Y. Create customer personas. Define customer objectives. Yet even with all these methods at our disposal, the struggle to capture truly valuable and actionable insights persists.


Just take the story of the Sony Walkman.1 Way back in the winter of 1999, Sony conducted a focus group for a new yellow Sport Walkman.2 They assembled a group representing their diverse customer contingent and asked, “How do you like this yellow Walkman?” The reception was great.


“I love that yellow color—so sporty!”


“Man, I would rather have a sweet yellow Walkman than a boring old black one.”


Sony was thrilled with the positive input and offered participants a free Walkman on their way out. They could choose either a traditional black edition or the sporty yellow one. Everyone picked the black Walkman.


This is the ongoing conundrum: what customers say they want doesn’t match their behaviors or voiced intentions.


Two Mentalities


Customer feedback is typically regarded in one of two ways. First, as a necessity. Want to create another product to sell? Ask the customer what they need. Think you have a good idea? Get the customer’s opinion. When we apply their input and outcomes fall short,3 we turn around and blame the customer.


“They told us they really wanted this feature. Why aren’t they using it?”


“Customers said they wanted this product, but sales are going nowhere.”


Or second, as a hassle. Customer feedback is completely disregarded or ignored because we believe we already know what customers want. Applying the Steve Jobs mentality, we develop and launch our ideas because “we know their needs better than they do.” This approach seldom results in generating revolutionary innovations, aside from the tiny handful of well-known exceptions, like Apple or Tesla.4



We Want Certainty



More often than not, customer feedback isn’t about discovery, but about certainty. We use it as some type of justification for why an investment of time and resources will generate growth. But to have good certainty, you need great predictions. It’s clear we continue to fail on delivering great predictions. This is no surprise, as tried-and-true methods often cause us to misinterpret customer intent and misunderstand customer context—the two most important insights to uncovering and exposing unique growth opportunities. Instead, we use flawed information to reinforce our existing perceptions rather than exploring how customers tick.


So how do we come to terms with our polarized mentalities and our voracious need for unwavering certainty? It starts with becoming more cognizant of our own misconceptions about customer needs, perceptions, and human behavior.


Distorted Thinking


Brand research routinely claims that people who are aware of communications from brand X are more likely to buy that brand. This is frequently used as evidence to validate the idea that communication drives sales. However, the causality runs the other way: buying brand X makes you more likely to notice its communications. People notice and remember the brands they know well and like. Recognition is the effect, not the cause.


Even though this misconception5 has been well known for decades, it’s still used to justify communication effectiveness. It isn’t unique, as our thinking can become distorted when we fixate on what’s measurable rather than what’s useful. This includes giving superficial data precedence over deep insights.


For instance, suppose a customer unsubscribes from a mailing list. Typically, they’re asked to answer a single question indicating why they are leaving. We capture this information, draw a conclusion, and consider the job done. But was their reason even listed among the choices? If so, did this singular data point really provide a complete understanding of their perceptions and actions?


People Are Complex


We frequently assume customer needs are easily defined, and their responses will directly reflect those needs. This is rarely, if ever, the case. Capturing and interpreting feedback is a subtle, nuanced art.6 When we oversimplify our questioning and overcleanse response options, it shapes feedback into neat little boxes, but dramatically hinders any useful interpretation of it.


The most valuable customer feedback is often qualitative. Yet qualitative data isn’t clear. It’s inherently vague and untidy. It doesn’t deliver black-and-white insights. It’s hard to measure. Surveys, questionnaires, and polls can help you learn about what a customer supposedly thinks at a moment in time, but those tools are not effective at helping you predict their future intent and behaviors because they lack context. Specifically, those circumstances and interrelated conditions that influence their responses.


Why Bother?


So should we even bother asking customers what they think? It’s a reasonable question, and some organizations simply don’t. A former global chief marketing officer at Cirque du Soleil, Mario D’Amico, once remarked: “How can people tell you what they want if they haven’t seen it before? If we ask them what they want, we’ll end up doing Swan Lake every year!”


He makes a great point. Even the most innovative companies know you cannot implicitly trust customers to tell you what your next innovation should be. And no matter what businesses do to strengthen their survey methodologies, sometimes, customers may simply put little effort into their responses, or struggle to provide insight beyond a superficial tweak or two.


For example, you can ask customers the most important factor in selecting an insurance policy, and they’ll provide the standard answers: cost, service, experience, and so on. However, if you ask them what they paid when they last made a claim or for details about their recent policy experience, they go blank. Having no answer means their survey responses aren’t the sole reasons for their decisions—they’re just the most mentally convenient ones.7


Sometimes we even create internal barriers to insulate ourselves from customer feedback, including things like:


•giving sales reps sole access and control of customer relationships.


•deeming marketing as the official interface to the customer.


•creating corporate policies restricting direct customer communications due to legal or public relations concerns.


•believing customers don’t want to be asked for their feedback.8


So why capture customer input if it doesn’t provide useful insights, is too hard to implement, or generates only self-validating information? Because it’s essential to truly understanding customer mindsets and behaviors. And there’s a new way we can acquire better, more actionable customer knowledge without moving heaven and earth.9 A simple, effective method for putting yourself in your customer’s shoes. One which doesn’t require tons of people, costly third-party research, or experts to guide you through a convoluted process. You’ll find in the coming chapters how to easily uncover customer needs and get your entire organization—including the cynics—on board with the value of customer feedback.


A Fresh Perspective


It seems everyone claims they’re an expert. But there are all kinds of experts. Experts who have years of traditional schooling and numerous degrees. Or those who have cut their teeth moving through the ranks of some global consulting firm with a name that oozes credibility. Maybe they wrote a book or two and built a recognizable name through the speaking circuit and notable media exposure.


Yes, these are wonderful people, many of whom have incredible knowledge and practical experience. But unless they’ve dealt with obstinate, myopic bosses, the exhaustion of internal politics, the impossible task of meeting unattainable goals while being woefully under resourced, or the tediousness of navigating bureaucracy designed to insulate those who create little organizational value, do they really understand how to design and translate processes and methodologies into something you can truly use? No. Only someone who has lived those realities can.


Someone who started a company with a friend, $10,000, and no experience. Someone who helped build that company over ten years to $20 million and fifty employees, having to learn everything through trial by fire. Someone who moved into designing and leading a $400 million global organization’s transformation strategy, dealing with the ins and outs of corporate politics, posturing, and power struggles. Someone who expanded into academia, heading a specialized program for a Big Ten university, navigating organizational hierarchies, bureaucracy, and regulatory limitations. Someone who founded a nonprofit organization, learning how to build and execute a program with only volunteer support. Someone who built a second company because they couldn’t tolerate watching organizations repeatedly make the same mistakes, simply due to misinterpreting customer needs. That someone is me.10


I created this book with the same practicality and piss and vinegar that carried me through these challenges. The intent is to provide a comprehensive tool set not only for better understanding your customers, but also for understanding all the elements impacting your ability to apply that knowledge in your organization effectively.


Most processes, concepts, and methodologies are presented in a bubble, coupled with a waterfall of case studies from multibillion-dollar companies where organizational leaders supported and funded change efforts. These big, audacious case studies don’t reflect the common business—they are the 1 percent. They are unicorns. They show how things can be done perfectly, but in perfect scenarios. Most organizations don’t have all the necessary pieces in place, nor are they able to acquire them. In short, it isn’t reality—it’s the exception.


You’ll find throughout this a clear, pragmatic approach to understanding mindsets and perceptions, how to shift them, how to use them to see unseen opportunities, and how to influence them to create actual change. Make no mistake, this isn’t a paint-by-numbers process or a step-by-step recipe where you pour in the right ingredients and out pops the fruitcake. What you will get is a sharp-edged, straight-to-the-point guide11 on how to go from status quo to customer-centric, starting with the history of customer understanding, transitioning to getting in the right mindset, and ending with a methodology for uncovering hidden needs.


But why now? Because it’s long overdue. Organizations cannot flourish without understanding the ever-changing needs of their customers. Without an intimate knowledge of customers’ fears, motivators, challenges, and goals, how can new innovations and differentiators arise?





1. Admit it: you had a Walkman. Or a Discman. Or at least an old-timey MP3 player.


2. It’s a mobile audio cassette player, for all you Gen Z folks out there.


3. Sound all too familiar?


4. These companies are unreasonable standards to be upheld to. They are the exception to the rule.


5. The Rosser Reeves fallacy—named after the famous 1950s adman.


6. Just try figuring out what your significant other wants or needs. Sometimes, it’s not just about what they say.


7. And we’re all a bit mentally lazy at times.


8. These are all real examples.


9. If you want to skip ahead on this subject, go to chapter 8.


10. I don’t like talking about myself much, so you won’t find more details in this book. Dig into LinkedIn if you want to learn more.


11. The key word is guide. You’ll have to apply critical thinking and effort. If you’re looking for an autopilot solution, this might not be for you.










HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



By now, you’ve skipped the introduction.1


But read this.


This book is designed in thirds.


The first third sets the foundation for getting you and your organization in the right headspace, helping you understand those influencing factors that inhibit efforts to shift your company’s focus on the customer. It is essential to absorb and internalize the obstacles you’re facing, as any attempts at change without knowing these will fall short.


The second third talks about the how—specific strategies, methods, and tactics for gathering, understanding, and applying customer insights super effectively. You’re free to jump directly into these chapters anytime. Depending on your circumstances, it might make sense to skip to the nitty-gritty. If you’re leading a small business, for instance, you might not have to worry about dealing with an entrenched culture, and you can just flip things on a dime, so go for it.


The last third is all about translating customer insights into the language of business: how to convert knowledge into measurable returns. Regrettably, most business books don’t include this critical part, giving you only reams of case studies, and leaving you to your own devices to connect the dots.


Then there’s the epilogue. This was included for a single purpose—giving you the inspiration and confidence needed to take what you’ve learned here and implement it. We often read inspiring works, but rarely do they become something we use in our companies. If you don’t apply this new knowledge, it’s not worth much.


You’ll also find little Easter eggs2 throughout the footnotes. I find footnotes boring and rarely ever read them. So it was high time to make them better. Some footnotes will provide additional clarification to specific terms and phrases, but many will be a running commentary, including a bit of humor and snarky quips. There are some people who pick up a book and want to get to the meat—those specifics that they can immediately apply to their organization without lengthy author narration. Others want to peek inside the personality of the writer, hear stories, and connect with them like a friend. No matter your preference, this book allows you to choose your own reading experience.


Hope you enjoy.





1. I do it all the time.


2. Not as cool as in the movies, but fun nonetheless.
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Ways We Seek to Understand




The ways of yesterday are not enough to understand the world of today.


—King Zhao





A clay tablet dating back to 1750 BC sits in the British Museum. It documents a customer complaint about a shipment of copper. According to the interpretation, the shipment was the wrong grade of metal and took too long to arrive.1


Ever since there were products and services to sell, there have been customers. Customers are the lifeblood of every organization.2 Because customers fuel growth, there have been many different approaches over the decades to discovering and capturing better customer insights.


In the early 1900s, businesses collected customer information via face-to-face interviews or mailed questionnaires. By the late twentieth century, telephone and email surveys became major mechanisms. Now, organizations are consuming instant online reviews, social media commentary, and live chat questions. But is that information being leveraged for new innovations or simply utilized for here-and-there adjustments to internal processes?


Collecting Data or Understanding People?


Companies are spending incredible amounts of resources, time, and money to create huge customer data pools. Some are applying this information effectively, but others are simply amassing a collection that sits on the proverbial shelf.3 Today’s level of information accessibility has brought about a kind of factory mentality, where organizations generate as much data as possible about customer interests, behaviors, and needs. Yet companies need to examine if this data factory is actually producing new, revolutionary insights or if data gathering itself has become the objective instead.4


Understanding customers means understanding people.5 This requires learning what influences their behaviors and decisions. It makes logical sense this should be done through direct engagement, observation, and interaction, yet organizations continue to try to substitute data for discussions.


Why? Because understanding people is not as easy as it sounds. Existing processes only address parts of this challenge. We need to shift our mentality. We need to start applying a fostering approach through which customer relationships are formed to uncover not only hidden needs but also the contexts in which those needs occur. People are more than trends, scores, and rankings—and data alone can’t deliver authentic insights without context.




What to think about through this chapter:


•How our relationships with customers have changed over time


•Why traditional research methodologies fall short


•The three different types of customer knowledge





A Quick History on Customer Relationships


Customer relationships have transformed significantly over the decades. Until approximately the mid-1800s, we lived in the simple trade era—a time when everything was built by hand, and only in limited supply. Commodities were incredibly valuable, and people only consumed what they needed.


The Industrial Revolution spawned the production era (1860s through the 1920s), shifting the focus to increasing efficiency, attaining economies of scale, and operating on the assumption that demand exceeds supply. The belief was products themselves were the source of need, or simply stated, if you build it, they will come. Limited energy was put toward understanding customer needs. Efforts instead centered on raising awareness of the product’s existence.


As markets became more saturated and competition increased, the sales era of business began (1930s through the 1940s), bringing aggressive door-to-door sales tactics. The goal was to acquire every possible sale, maximizing transaction frequency with as many customers as possible.


The marketing era (1950s through the 1990s) then emerged to address the challenge of competing solely on price and availability. Often coined the disruption era, advertising and telemarketing were designed to persuade customers to buy products using aesthetic, emotional, and social influences. This era also spawned the field of market research, shifting the mentality from mass production to customer satisfaction. By finding holes in the market, businesses could capitalize on the unserved and underserved needs of customers.


Only in the relationship era (early 2000s through today) did the concept of customer centricity—building genuine connections between company and customer—come to the forefront. Because it costs approximately five times more to obtain a new customer than to maintain an existing one,6 organizations now seek to maximize the value of each customer interaction. Using multiple touchpoints, they capture information to help customize and personalize customer experiences.


Enter the New Tech


Now that we can capture customer data from virtually anywhere, at any moment in time, the challenge becomes how to track, sort, store, and digest it. In response, a tidal wave of platforms has entered the scene, helping efficiently capture and manage this information, including customer relationship management (CRM) software like Salesforce, HubSpot, Insightly, Microsoft Dynamics, and Sugar. Or customer communication tools, such as Mailjet, Constant Contact, Adobe Campaign, Mailchimp, and many more. Other technologies including chatbot systems, help-desk systems, and social media management tools are also in the mix. The tech stacks alone are overwhelming. According to Chiefmartec.com, there were over eight thousand different marketing technology platforms on the market as of April 2020, and that number continues to rise.


Methodologies to Fill the Gap


Data collection is one thing. Drawing clear, actionable insights from that information is another. Why even have data if we can’t translate it into unique differentiators and new revenue streams?7 This is where everybody struggles. It’s all good and well to know what actions customers are taking, but the hard part is understanding why. So we turn to tried-and-true methodologies to supplement our knowledge and help us decipher customer needs, archetypes, experiences, and satisfaction further.


However, most of these practices haven’t changed in decades. Customer personas were developed in 1980. The jobs-to-be-done theory in 1992. The customer journey in 1998. Net promoter scores in 2003. While useful in their own ways, these methods can be misleading if misapplied, cumbersome to implement, or simply insufficient in drawing out new insights. It’s high time for a new approach,8 but let’s first evaluate some of the most popular tools in the box.


Net Promoter Score Is a (Really) Flawed Metric9


The net promoter score (NPS) is widely considered a benchmark of the customer pulse. You know the method: “On a scale of one to ten, how likely is it that you would recommend our company/product/service to a friend or colleague?” If a customer rates their likelihood a nine or ten, they are a promoter. If they rate between one and six, they are a detractor. Passives fall at a seven or eight. A company’s official net promoter score is the percentage of promoters minus the percentage of detractors. In essence, the higher your score, the better.


There’s a simplicity and elegance to that single question. It’s easy to track and easy to measure. But a score alone doesn’t provide insight on what gave rise to a customer recommending or not your company, product, or service. Without understanding the scoring context, there is no conceivable way to drive improvement.


In 2019, the Wall Street Journal published “The Dubious Management Fad Sweeping Corporate America,” covering the increasing popularity of net promoter scores. The article discussed the number of times NPS were cited in earnings calls by fifty S&P 500 companies, noting, “More than four times as many mentions and nearly three times as many companies, compared to five years earlier.” This reflected the belief that one simple number could predict growth. Companies obsessively tracked it, changed business models and systems around it, and redesigned customer experiences to drive up scores. Leaders were often promoted or fired based on them. The belief even turned into a measure of organizational culture, where employees ranked their likelihood to recommend the company as a place to work to friends and family.10


However, NPS has an inherent flaw—nine doesn’t equal ten.


Why does that matter? Because there is a big difference in the behaviors of actively engaged, indifferent, and disengaged customers. Gallup research in 2019 found actively engaged customers delivered a 23 percent premium in share of wallet, profitability, and revenue over an indifferent customer. The same study also uncovered 90 percent of customers who rated a company a nine were indifferent to that organization.


Another Gallup study from 2018 examined 24,000 customers across 2,734 financial institutions. Customers who gave a ten score were five times more likely to be actively engaged with their bank than those who gave a nine. Those who gave a ten were also twice as likely to be extremely engaged. In the same study, only 31 percent of customers who scored a nine on NPS were extremely satisfied with their bank, compared with 80 percent of customers who score a ten—a forty-nine-point difference.


Besides inflating the percentage of true promoters, NPS under-represents detractors. The same study revealed 20 percent of customers who scored a seven or below were fully disengaged with their bank. Net promoter scores may be a comforting metric, but it can give organizations a false sense of security. Customer satisfaction is multifaceted and can be influenced by a wide range of factors. NPS provides no insight as to why someone gives a particular score.


A rating can be rather useless if you don’t understand the motivation behind it. Without the why, there is no way for a company to determine how to improve a product or service, or what direction to move. Without understanding the why, organizations spend excessive time and energy trying to guess what went wrong and how to fix it.


Gaps in the Customer Journey Map


The whole idea of customer journey mapping11 is to create a visual representation of customer experiences with a company from the customer perspective. There isn’t one generic customer or one generic journey. Different customers inherently have different needs and, therefore, experiences. They have different moments when these experiences are good, bad, or in between. Even if two customers take the same journey, they will have very disparate perceptions of it.


Therefore, to fully understand the customer journey requires a full comprehension of their unique goals, frustrations, emotions, feelings, and intentions. It’s a time-consuming grind to examine the entire customer experience rather than just interaction touchpoints. Often, however, organizations will get a whole bunch of people in a room, document their internal process, and call it a customer journey map, without ever actually talking to customers.12


A friend of mine recently shared how talking with customers upended their understanding of the journey map. “A few years ago, we had each employee watch customers use our product for an entire day. It was the most embarrassing and most valuable day I think I ever spent. So much about what we thought about the customer journey was wholly wrong. On top of that, some of the key measurements we were looking at (such as when customers abandoned the SaaS product) were incredibly misleading. Sometimes the root cause was a loss of confidence at an earlier step, but the abandonment didn’t happen immediately, causing us to believe the problem was when the abandonment happened versus when the confidence was lost.”


Optimizing the customer experience is critical for organizational growth, as PricewaterhouseCoopers found in a recent study. They found 86 percent of buyers were willing to pay up to 18 percent more for a great customer experience. A Walker Information study also projected that, by the end of 2022, customer experience will overtake price and product as a key brand differentiator.


Yet disappointingly, customer journeys have mostly become a fancy term for product, service, or interaction design,13 essentially outlining how customers find you, compare options, make a purchase, receive a product, and done! Creating the map becomes the organization’s objective over gaining experience insights.


Given the effort required to create a comprehensive, company-wide customer journey map that outlines every stage and step across every customer archetype and channel, it’s almost impossible for an organization to go beyond just scratching the surface. You only get a general view of the shoreline with a journey map. While they can uncover areas of experience misalignment, they don’t give necessary weight to external criteria including customer mindset and context.


They are also susceptible to journey bias—where companies define the journey that best suits the organization rather than the customer. Without supporting qualitative research, organizations often lose sight of how one touchpoint fits the customer’s overall goals and objectives. Maps then devolve into modest optimizations of internal processes rather than creating new, value-added differentiators for customers.


The Genericism of the Customer Persona


Customer personas began as user personas in 1980 when Alan Cooper, a pioneer tech developer, designed a series of profiles for people using his software interface. Later, famed ad agency Ogilvy turned the concept into customer personas, intended to better understand target audiences in the form of a single page brief, outlining perceived interests, behaviors, and preferences. Yet personas, again and again, turn into a character invention exercise, in which organizations make up imaginary customers with fictional wants, without ever conducting any real research, talking to real people, or collecting real data.14


Personas are typically filled with generic customer needs and concerns, making them useless for addressing unique customer problems. For example, a major software company identified one of their persona’s frustrations as “slow download times” and “data crashes.” How are those specific to one persona? These frustrations apply to every living person on the damned planet.


Or consider two different customer personas for an online job board—job posters and job seekers. The same person could fit both personas over time. Someone posting jobs may also seek a change in their career. At that point, they’d also become a job seeker, so what unique insight does the persona deliver? Persona profiles may correlate to stereotypes, but they typically don’t identify distinct challenges.


Customers can also have different or similar problems, regardless of their age, occupation, location, status, or educational background, although these characteristics are always featured as key elements of personas. Different people may fall under the same persona and behave completely differently under different circumstances, such as whether they are under a time crunch or not. Thus, personas alone deliver little meaningful insight, and can cause organizations to pursue customer assumptions that have no basis in reality.


Yet, personas can serve a purpose. Sales teams need to understand who their target audience is, their general interests, and their pain points. Customer personas are a good cheat sheet. They give frontline salespeople a basic framework for evaluating leads and opportunities. But personas are simply a starting point. Without real insight, from real customers, they’re just hypothetical archetypes filled with hypothetical insights.


The Overengineered Jobs-to-Be-Done Theory


The jobs-to-be-done theory (JTBD) is an approach to understanding customer choice and behavior. The “job” is the progress a customer is trying to make. The customer, in theory, hires and fires products and services to complete that job efficiently and effectively.


JTBD was popularized by Clayton Christensen’s books on innovation and disruption, primarily his 2016 Competing Against Luck.15 His basic argument is you will create something innovative by focusing on the job the customer needs to be done, especially if it isn’t being done by another product or service on the market.


The JTBD methodology emphasizes capturing qualitative customer data. Christensen argues, “You need to get out of the building and talk with customers to uncover the true jobs those customers need to do.”16 However, this piece is never defined.17 There are no clear specifics to the customer research process. Consultants have tried to expand on it but provide little detail beyond “conduct customer interviews to define the core job to be done.” Author Anthony Ulwick outlines the JTBD theory in his book Jobs to Be Done: Theory to Practice, in an eighty-four-step approach he calls outcome-driven innovation, where customer research is described in only a single step. This brings to light the fact that there’s no clear method to capturing qualitative customer research.


The other challenge with the JTBD framework is the influence of bias. A great example of this is the story of Abraham Wald, a Hungarian mathematician. During World War II, the United States was looking to better armor and equip their fighter planes. They would examine the planes that returned from battle and observe where the most damage had occurred.18 Adding armor was not only expensive but also made the planes heavier, made them less maneuverable, and caused them to use more fuel.19 So the military presumed the “job” was whatever areas were being damaged the most, that’s where armor should be. But Wald had a different idea. If planes were returning with damage to certain areas, it meant those areas weren’t critical. It was evidence of survivable damage. He hypothesized the undamaged areas of planes are where armor should be increased, because planes damaged in those areas never made it back. He was right.


Jordan Ellenberg describes a similar scenario, noting, “If you go to the recovery room at the hospital, you’ll see a lot more people with bullet holes in their legs than people with bullet holes in their chests. But that’s not because people don’t get shot in the chest; it’s because the people who get shot in the chest don’t recover.”20
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