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			Foreword

			Annette and I have known each other for many years, having first met in the early days of the Customer Experience Professionals Association at a conference in Atlanta. We connected immediately around a shared interest in customer-centricity as the primary way to be successful in business.

			Annette has been at the heart of the development of the customer experience profession for thirty years as a practitioner, consultant, and now globally recognized thought leader, keynote speaker, and executive coach. Her tireless work ethic and commitment to developing approaches that help businesses make customer-centricity a reality are second to none.

			It is my great pleasure to share some thoughts on this significant contribution to business leaders everywhere.

			Customer-centric culture has long suffered from a lack of understanding as to what it is and the mechanisms that underlie it. Our work at MarketCulture has focused on making this intangible concept more concrete by measuring and benchmarking a company’s level of customer culture. (Learn more about MarketCulture’s measurement approach in chapter 13.) Annette’s work complements our approach and provides leaders with practical tools and techniques to make that culture a reality.

			In Built to Win, she takes us on a journey through the landscape of what it means to be truly customer-centric.

			Annette begins by providing clarity around what the concept of customer-centricity is and how it is different from customer focus—an important distinction, as many business leaders confuse the two concepts.

			She then presents four inputs necessary for a customer-centric culture: leadership, core values, employees, and customers, and evolves from there to delve into these topics through her ten foundational principles.

			This book provides guidance on the ten principles that must be in place to really bring a customer-centric culture to life. An important theme running through these principles is the foundational importance of the employee experience and how it connects with customer experience. Throughout the book, Annette provides some powerful examples of companies that make this a reality, from Trader Joe’s to HubSpot.

			While these examples provide us with the inspiration, Annette reminds us it is possible to change and what you need to do to make that happen.

			As we say at MarketCulture, a customer culture is to business what breathing is to living.

			Enjoy this journey with Annette. You will be better for it!

			— Chris L. Brown

			Coauthor, The Customer Culture Imperative (McGraw Hill),
2015 Marketing Book of the Year

			Doctoral candidate, Graziadio Business School,
Pepperdine University, Malibu, California

			CEO, MarketCulture San Jose, Sydney, Brussels

			MarketCulture.com
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Introduction

			Success and profitability are outcomes of focusing on customers and employees, not objectives.

			—Jack Ma

			When Dharmesh Shah, founder and chief technology officer of HubSpot, opened INBOUND 2018,1 HubSpot’s annual customer event that year, he posed the question, How do you grow better? In his keynote, he got a bit distracted along the road to answering this question. But as he meandered through his presentation, he revealed an epiphany they had early on when his cofounder, Brian Halligan, who had just attended a CEO networking event, learned that culture determines and defines your destiny.

			Shockingly, up to this point, they hadn’t spent one second thinking about the culture of HubSpot—and now they had this revelation?! Subsequently, Dharmesh was tasked with defining the culture, which he struggled with for a variety of reasons, not the least of which was that he’s an introvert and not a people person, and culture is all about the people.

			It took some time, but eventually he created a “Culture Code” deck that embodies HubSpot’s culture, a deck they still live today, a deck that has been viewed online almost six million times as of midyear 2021.

			As Dharmesh continued through his keynote, he revealed that, as a result of all that culture work, his greatest learning about growing a business better was this: Solve for the customer. Solve for their success. Put the customer first.

			He goes on to say, “In order to grow better, you need a culture that puts the customer first. If you don’t have a customer-focused culture, it’s not like friction in your flywheel, it’s like a full metric ton weight sitting on top of the flywheel. You need to start with a culture where people care about the customer. It makes everything else easier.”

			It makes everything else easier. To that I say, “Amen.” (With one caveat: I will clarify for you the difference between customer-focused and customer-centric in the next chapter.)

			If you’ve done business with HubSpot, you know that they clearly put the customer at the heart of the business. Need more proof? Dharmesh has also said: “When you’re trying to make an important decision, and you’re sort of divided on the issue, ask yourself: ‘If the customer were here, what would she say?’” That, my friends, is exactly what a customer-centric leader says and what a customer-centric organization does.

			Customer-centric companies put the customer at the center of all they do; they ensure that they make no decisions without first thinking of the customer and the impact that decision has on the customer. The customer is infused into everything they do.

			I refer to it as putting the “customer” in customer experience (CX), which means that companies are taking the time to understand their customers and then using that understanding to design a better experience for them. Too often, companies believe they know what’s best for the customer and design an experience based on inside-out thinking, only to end up with customer frustration and dissatisfaction. Why? Because they really haven’t put the customer into the experience (design) at all.

			You need to start with a culture where people care about the customer. It makes everything else easier.

			—Dharmesh Shah

			Customer-centricity can’t be solved for with technology. Technology is a tool to facilitate and support putting the customer at the center of the business you are developing and the experience you are delivering. But it is not the most important thing. Customer understanding is; it is the cornerstone of customer-centricity. Once achieved, that understanding must then be socialized and operationalized throughout the organization. It’s woven into the fabric of the business.

			When you think about companies that are customer-centric or even customer-obsessed, which ones come to mind? Amazon, Zappos, Salesforce, The Ritz-Carlton, Four Seasons, Southwest Airlines, Nordstrom, LEGO, Emirates, and the USAA? Yes, the usual suspects. Wouldn’t you like your brand’s name associated with those?!

			A customer-centric culture is deliberately designed to be this way, and it requires CEO commitment to do just that. It becomes a mindset shift, a behavior shift, and a culture shift.

			Is Your Company Customer-centric?

			Why is this important? What are the benefits of designing and living a culture that puts the customer at the heart of the business? First and foremost, without customers, you have no business. So doesn’t it make sense to listen to them, to serve them (well), and to create and add value for them? The returns are undeniable.

			According to Deloitte,2 customer-centric businesses are 60 percent more profitable than their product-focused counterparts. And Aon Hewitt found3 that a strong culture leads companies to perform higher in revenue growth, operating margin, and total shareholder return.

			I’ll dive into more benefits in a future chapter, but that sounds pretty compelling to me!

			As you think about whether your organization is customer-centric, consider these questions, which I’ll address in more detail throughout the book.

			
					What are your company’s core values, mission, vision, brand promise, and purpose? These statements are critical to forming the foundation of your organization. What they say can truly make the difference between a customer culture or not.

					Have these corporate statements been socialized and operationalized?
They cannot remain posters on a wall or, worse yet, hidden on your intranet or website, never to be found—by anyone.

					Are your executives committed to and aligned on creating a customer-centric organization? Executives set the tone for the type of organization you’ll have, but first they must be both committed to and aligned on the work that lies ahead to ensure that the business is bringing the customer into all it does.

					Are employees and the employee experience a primary focus for your executives? Without employees, you have no customer experience. Take care of employees, and they will take care of your customers. The employee experience drives the customer experience; it’s been proven.

					Is the customer ingrained in the organization’s DNA? A customer-centric culture is one in which the customer’s needs and perspectives are woven into the fabric of the organization and are, literally, at the center of every decision, conversation, action, process, strategy, etc.

					Where do people fall relative to products, profits, and metrics? Executives must commit to putting people (employees, customers, vendors, partners, etc.) first—before all else. When they put people first, the numbers will come.

					Do your executives think they know what’s best for the customer, or do they take the time to bring customer voices into key decisions? Making decisions based on what you think you know about customers is detrimental to the health of the business.

					How are employees and customers treated? Are they treated the way you want to be treated? Or are they treated the way they want to be treated?

			

			I can’t wait to hear how you feel about these questions today versus once you’re done reading this book.

			Why This Book? Why Now?

			I wrote this book mostly for company executives and leaders (including board members—yes, culture must be important to your board!), but it’s also for others who want to help executives and leaders understand what being customer-centric means, why it’s important, and how to build the business case for building a winning organization where the customer is at the heart of all you do. The point is to help you, the reader, be inspired to act, to think different(ly), and to want to build a customer-centric organization that drives value for all constituents, not the least of which is the business itself.

			What equips me to write this book and to drive this conversation? I’ve been working in this customer experience profession for thirty years. Yes, I started my career in 1992, when I joined J.D. Power and Associates as an associate project director. This was long before the term “customer experience” was even a glimmer in the eye of today’s professionals in the field. We spoke of customer satisfaction and loyalty, which evolved to broader conversations over the years to what we now refer to as customer experience. Over the last thirty years, I’ve run consulting services organizations within some of the major customer feedback management platform companies, helping clients in a variety of industries design and execute on their customer experience strategies, and I’ve had three stints on the client side (at Mattel, Fidelity Investments, and Compellon), doing the same work from the inside. I’ve seen customer-centric organizations in action. I’ve consulted on how to create this type of organization. And I’ve studied others to follow their progress and to see their outcomes and results.

			In 2014, the Customer Experience Professionals Association (CXPA) recognized me with a CX Impact Award for work that I had done with a client in the insurance industry. The results were real and impressive. That same year, I also became a Certified Customer Experience Professional, the fifty-second of its kind in the world, earning that certification via a rigorous exam (administered through the CXPA) that provides professional recognition of individuals with high levels of knowledge of the customer experience discipline.

			In early 2017, I stepped out of the corporate world to start CX Journey Inc., a customer experience consultancy, and to continue to evolve my work in this field as I learn more about what works and what doesn’t for companies across a multitude of industries.

			In 2018, I became an official member of Forbes Coaches Council, an invitation-only community for successful business and career coaches. I’ve also been an advisor for CX@Rutgers, CX@UCI, and various customer-experience-related tech start-ups.

			I’m honored to be an internationally recognized customer experience thought leader, coach, and keynote speaker. In 2019, I wrote the book on customer understanding, literally: Customer Understanding: Three Ways to Put the “Customer” in Customer Experience (and at the Heart of Your Business).

			
Chapter 1

			
What Is Customer-Centricity?

			Customer-centricity should be about delivering value for customers that will eventually create value for the company.

			—Bob Thompson

			Customer-centricity is like teenage sex: everyone talks about it, nobody really knows how to do it, and everyone thinks everyone else is doing it, so everyone claims they are doing it. In the end, you need to be a bit daring and just go for it. But first, you need to know what it means to be customer-centric!

			(You’ve probably seen that quote used for other concepts, such as big data, digital transformation, artificial intelligence, etc. But it fits well to describe the state of customer-centricity today too!)

			One of my clients needed help putting the customer at the center of their business. While the leadership team thought they had built a customer-centric organization, I realized once I started talking to employees that I was hearing something else. Employees shared with me that they were struggling with the words and the actions of some of their colleagues. I probed and found out what I’ve known for a long time but which these folks were just discovering in this important work: actions truly do speak louder than words. (I constantly hear “But we are customer-centric,” except people don’t really know or appreciate what that means.)

			So I asked a group of employees what was happening within the organization. They gave several examples, but one that stood out to me was this: when they asked colleagues in certain departments for assistance with customer issues, they got pushback. The vibe and the responses were “I am customer focused in what I’m doing. I’m responsive, and I’m helpful. But I can’t help you with your customer issue. Not my problem. Not my job.” That’s not how winning organizations work. It might be “I can’t help you this second,” but it’s certainly not a hard “No. I can’t/won’t help you.”

			The concepts covered in this book are the things that helped to shift the organization back to the center, back to the customer at the center. Specifically, we revisited the core values and core value training, and we established a cross-functional culture committee, which was tasked with ensuring that the culture stayed on track and that employees were living and breathing it day in and day out. We also established an enterprise-wide voice-of-the-customer program and beefed up their employee listening initiatives.

			I Do Not Think It Means What You Think It Means

			There are a lot of articles that refer to a company’s “customer-centric people,” “customer-centric behavior,” “customer-centric tips,” “customer-centric marketing,” etc. I’m sure you’ve read many of them. But in the words of Inigo Montoya in The Princess Bride, “I do not think it means what you think it means.” As the articles carry on, it becomes especially clear that the term that should be used is customer-focused behavior. Customer-centric behavior is ingrained in the culture; customer-focused behavior is only for some people (sales, service, and customer-facing employees) or happens at some touch points in the organization. (That’s how I view it. They are not two sides of the same coin.) And that’s what these articles are referring to: tactical things that are being done in that moment to ensure that the customer stays, buys, or returns. (Yes, combining those tactical moments across the enterprise can add up to a customer-centric organization, but there’s so much more to it than that.)

			If you’re truly building a customer-centric culture, that means that everyone puts the customer at the center of all they do—whether it’s with regard to interactions with the customer in front of you or it’s another customer that needs help somewhere else. You don’t push off customer issues because “they’re not my customer” or “it’s not my job” or “it’s not my issue.” Delivering a great customer experience flows through your DNA. Always.

			That dilemma alone drives me to write this book. Helping others to understand what it means to be customer-centric and how to build a customer-centric organization is at the heart of my motivation. Given that, let’s look at the two terms in more detail to be really clear on what I’m talking about here.

			Are You Customer-Focused or Customer-centric?

			Customer focus means that a brand focuses on the customer. Of course, all brands will say they focus on the customer and may think that they really do. They’ll listen to the customer (surveys, surveys, surveys), but they don’t really take the time to understand their customers. And importantly, there’s no real differentiation of who customers are—because everyone is actually being treated equally. As a customer. Doesn’t that just sound homogenous and lacking impact? They’re approaching customers tactically and reactively. It’s short term and transactional, and they’re only asking these kinds of questions: What does she want? How can we be nice to her? What can we do to get her to buy from us or to come back again? Customer focus happens at the frontline, person to person/face to face. Customer focus is self-serving in that it is used to achieve business goals, not customer goals.

			Customer-centric is much deeper than that. In its most basic sense, it means to put the customer at the center of all the business does. (Important point: it does not mean that you will always say yes to everything the customer asks for, nor does it mean that the customer is always right.) And that really means that you take the time to understand your customers and then don’t make any decisions without thinking of the customer and the impact that those decisions will have on her. To define a customer-centric organization, I like to say:

			No discussions, no decisions, and no designs without bringing in the customer and her voice, without asking how it will impact the customer, how it will make her feel, what problems it will help her to solve, and what value it will create and deliver for her.

			It’s a way of doing business—a way of being. It’s strategic. It’s proactive. It’s cocreation. It’s long term. It’s relationships. It’s omnichannel. It’s enterprise-wide; it’s not simply individual heroic efforts. And it’s a culture that is deliberately designed to be this way. Customer-centricity flows through the veins of the organization and into everything every employee does—not just if or when a customer is in front of her.

			Here’s another way of looking at it. Customer-centricity is an approach to doing business in which the business

			
					focuses on creating a positive experience and delivering value for the customer by understanding the customer, her needs, pain points, problems to solve, and jobs to be done—and by understanding that not all customers are created equal;

					places the customer at the center of its philosophy, operations, and ideas;4 and

					understands that customers are the only reason they exist.

			

			Sadly, there’s a perception gap between businesses that think they put the customer at the heart of all they do and what customers think or believe. In their The Disconnected Customer report, Capgemini noted5 that businesses and customers are “miles apart on the customer experience.” They found that 75 percent of businesses believe they are customer-centric, while only 30 percent of customers agree. This is another reason that writing this book is so important. It must be made clear what it means to be customer-centric.

			The Four Inputs of Customer-centricity

			To be customer-centric requires four inputs: leadership, core values, employees, and customers. I’ll explain each one below and in much more detail as we move through the book.

			1. Leadership

			An important thing that I cannot emphasize enough about a customer-centric culture is this: it is deliberately designed to be that way. It doesn’t occur by accident. This design comes from the top, from the CEO. The CEO (and the entire executive/leadership team) must be committed to—and aligned on—bringing the customer voice into all they do. The leadership team must communicate to employees (a lot) what it means to be customer-centric, what their roles are, and how it impacts the work they do. That also means that they must lead by example and model customer-centric behaviors. Leaders are not exempt!

			To further perpetuate, they’ve got to recognize and reinforce behaviors that are in line with customer-centric expectations. Reinforcing the behaviors and actions that you want to see—especially when combined with modeling them—is more powerful than simply talking about them. Remember: you get what you allow; what you allow must align with what you’ve designed.

			No matter who you are, if you’re the boss, the people who work for you will watch you like a hawk for clues about how they should act. It’s your responsibility to send the right message.

			—Wally Bock

			In addition, leaders must always put people first and recognize that their employees’ needs come before their own. This should be a basic tenet of any corporate culture: people first, and the numbers will come.

			2. Core Values

			To further support that the customer-centric culture is deliberately designed, the company’s core values must align with and support customer-centricity. Examples of customer-centric values include listening, wow (i.e., delight) customers, customer commitment, people first, customers first, deliver wow through service, customer obsession, curiosity, obsess about our members, focus on the customer and all else will follow, strong relationships create guests for life, innovation, service excellence, collaboration, customer trust, etc. You get the idea. You don’t have to have values that mention the customer, just values that align with the customer-centric culture that you want to create.

			And to that last point, it’s not enough to just have core values; you’ve also got to define the associated behaviors—and then socialize and operationalize them. Go through the exercise of outlining examples of acceptable and unacceptable behaviors relative to each value so that there is no question what they mean or how they translate to customer-centricity.

			[image: ]

			And don’t forget, decisions will be made and policies and processes must be designed with the values in mind so that employees can and will, without pause or question, always do the right thing. Given that, the next step you’ll want to take after completing the behaviors exercise above is to identify what the things (rules, policies, procedures, etc.) are that enable or block the correct behaviors.

			[image: ]

			3. Employees

			A customer-centric culture puts employees more first because it cannot exist unless the employees “live it.” (Well, there is a culture, but it’s not the one you want or have designed for.) Values are meaningless unless they inspire and drive the behavior that you expect your employees and executives to display. In other words, your core values will only mean something if everyone in the company knows what they mean and actually lives them.

			Once you’ve established the behaviors related to each core value, you’ve got to ensure that employees have the proper training, tools, and resources to live and breathe them. And they must be empowered to do what you expect them to do. Empowering employees is a sign that you trust them. For example, The Ritz-Carlton is well known for its $2,000 rule, which gives every employee the ability to spend up to $2,000 per guest per incident should there be an issue. No management approval or input is required. For customers, it’s such an unexpected action on the part of the hotel that it not only creates word of mouth that goes viral but also builds trust and drives loyalty. Who wouldn’t want to continue to do business with a brand that shows it cares by going the extra mile when needed?

			It might surprise you to hear, too, that hiring for culture fit is important to getting the customer-centric culture you want. You’ve got to get the right people on the bus, the people—leaders and individual contributors alike—whose values and purposes align with your company’s value and purpose. Hire for attitude; train for skill. When you hire people who really care about people, a customer-centric culture is much easier to create. (On that note, do you actually mention customers and the customer experience in your job descriptions and postings? Why wouldn’t you? When people know their work is linked to customers and to customer outcomes, it creates a powerful connection. And you get employees in those roles that truly are “people people.”) And when you have a culture where people care about people, your employer brand attracts—and makes finding—the right talent much easier.

			4. Customers

			Customer understanding is the cornerstone of customer-centricity. You can’t have a customer-centric culture without customers, without bringing the customer voice into the business—and then, of course, doing something with it! A customer-centric business is informed by customers, and its purpose (the purpose of every business, really) is to create and to nurture those customers.

			You’ve got to use the data and the insights gained during your customer understanding work to design and deliver an experience that solves customer problems, helps them achieve the jobs they are trying to do, and addresses their pain points. In short, you’ve got to deliver value to your customers in order to achieve business value. This is the heart and the spirit of customer-centricity.

			Your culture is a combination of what you create and what you allow.

			—Craig Groeschel

			Being customer-centric happens by design. Customer-centric companies do the following to ensure the organization knows its reason for being (i.e., the customer) and to embed the customer into the DNA of the organization. Use the column on the right to indicate how many of these you have or do in your organization. You can also find this assessment at AnnetteFranz.com.
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