

The importance of the customer experience
Through recent research carried out working with a number of high street brands Richard Samarasinghe discusses the ways that brands can build relationships with their customers through the experience they deliver.

Customers don’t really want relationships. At least not in the same way the brand does. They want to be treated well, respected, understood and to get what they want, when they want it. In other words, they simply want a good experience and the reassurance of knowing that they will have the same good experience every time they come into contract with the brand. So, if we get the experience right, the opportunity to build meaningful relationships should follow.
So how are organisations using customer experiences to drive relationships? It started with the service-led companies such as airlines and hotels evolving from simply delivering operational excellence to focusing on how their experiences made their customers feel. Companies such as South West Airlines and Ritz Carlton are still recognised as early role models, and this focus on the brand experience is now being adopted by forward thinking companies who recognise that product alone isn’t good enough. Starbucks and Prêt a Manger are great examples of companies that see themselves not just in the business of selling refreshments, but as providing a memorable and desirable experience.    
So why is this so important?

· Products and services alone are not enough to keep the hearts and minds of customers. Competitors can easily deliver product parity or improvement. It is harder for them to deliver against an experience that you can make your own, i.e. one that reflects everything your brand stands for. The customer experience should be reflection of everything that makes up your brand – not just the products and services, but it’s attitudes, values and key differentiation.
· The experience you provide is a reflection of your entire business. It is not simply the point at which the customer makes a purchase. It is not a single moment. Rather, it is a culmination of every interaction a customer has with your brand – whether direct or indirect, functional or emotional. It is what you say and how you say it, what you do and how you do it. Every single interaction contributes to the customer’s view of your brand.

· The customer experience can’t be viewed in a neat compartment on its own. It is a combination of people and processes – both “What do we do?” and “How do we do it?” It relies on the understanding and commitment of the entire business towards a common goal. It affects the whole organisation and relies on the coordination input of every department.

· Each customer experience sets future expectations – what they receive once becomes the benchmark for what they expect next time. This is true across disciplines. So if they have a bad experience with your call centres, that will affect their view of your brand, no matter how well everything else is delivering. It therefore becomes the ultimate test for a business – “Are we continually delivering the experience our customers want?”  

Beyond the physical

While many brands these days are focusing on the customer experience most concentrate on the physical – the ‘what’. They focus on operational standards, the quality of their offer, the lighting and music in their stores and so on. However the element that makes the biggest difference is also the hardest to control, and that is the emotional – the ‘how’. How are our customers treated – how do we, intentionally and unintentionally, make them feel?
The reason companies such as Starbucks and the Ritz Carlton are so often cited is their ability to marshal all parts of their organisations around a single minded objective - delivering a fantastic experience that is unique to their brands.. They have recognised that this not the remit of just the marketing, operations or customer service. The drive towards great customer experiences must be understood and committed to by everyone in the organisation, and the organisation needs to commit to structuring itself so that people can enable this to happen. The biggest barrier to this common focus is the traditional silo structure of most companies. Figure 1 shows how the elements that make up the customer experience are completely dependent on one another, they cannot be viewed in isolation.

We can see that the customer experience, while clear as a concept, is difficult to determine in practice. It is influenced by three areas that in themselves are extremely wide ranging, but must be aligned to deliver a consistent experience.

Promising an experience

A brand promise portrays a certain message, tone of voice and expectation to your customers. It promises a certain experience, may be not specifically, but inherent in any brand communication will be an underlying statement about what customers can expect when they interact with the brand. This need not overtly stated, but customers will extrapolate the values of the brand as communicated to them, and expect them to be reflected in every interaction they have with that brand, even at an abstract level – for example, an efficient, technology-led experience verses a comfortable family-friendly experience.

Your brand promise is, naturally, heavily influenced by what your customers want – it is rare these days to find a brand campaign that has not been massaged by customer insight. But there is a difference between a brand personality/DNA/onion, and the promise communicated to customers and potential customers. The brand personality is what you are, the brand promise is what you will deliver to that customer – the familiar “what’s in it for me?” question. The answer to that should invariably have been dictated by customer insight.

Delivering the experience

So, whether overtly or obliquely, you set certain expectations in the minds of your customers about the experiences that are going to have with your brand. Now you have to make sure that the delivery of your experience is aligned to your brand promise. This boils down to two fundamentals – people and processes.

1. Process is often easier to tackle first, and is where most brands start. This typically takes the form of operational standards, service guidelines, customer charters or process mapping.

2. People delivery is harder to manage. It takes more than a brand awareness day out to change behaviours, particularly among employees whose jobs are process driven – and these invariably, are in the front line of delivering the customer experience. By people delivery we not just talking about customer service training, but about people who understand and empathise with the customer experience you are committed to delivering, and display the right attitudes and behaviours. That requires looking at every aspect of people delivery – recruitment policy, training reward and recognition, internal communications, and so on. If this is difficult with people you employ, it is even more complex in a franchised environment. Focusing the business on the customer experience is often they way out of this It allows the business to focus on a common goal, often an issue in diversely structured  organisations, and to use the customer experience as the catalyst for change.
Knowing the experience your customers want

The third aspect of the customer experience is the need to align what you are delivering with what the customer expect. If customer expectations are not then matched by your delivery standards, the final chain is broken. This may sound obvious but is often hard to achieve.
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Figure 1
Your operational delivery has to be driven by an understanding of customers and their requirements. We have all been stuck on a phone line with an interminable list of automated dialling options. No doubt these make the operational delivery of that company’s service faster, more efficient and cost effective, but are they what the customers want, and do they fit the brand? That is why it is so important to get every part of the business focused on the customer experience. But to do this, every part of the company has to understand not just their role in delivering to customers – but also the type of experience customers want.

Brands do not lack research. Brand studies gives us an insight into customer attitudes, customer satisfaction studies tells us what works well and segmentation studies tell us who our most valuable customers are. Certainly, these are all useful, but in isolation none of these can answer the question ‘What type of experience do our customers want and expect from us?’

What is needed is a holistic view of the customers’ experience requirements – we have to know who they are, how to recognise them, what they want and then what can be done to deliver it. In that way, you can you can identify customer groups that respond well to well defined processes, in contrast to those who want an individual response, to feel that they are by-passing the system. This is not just customer segmentation - it is an ‘experience segmentation’. The key to building relationships lies in being able to move beyond simply thinking about customer experiences in a generic sense – the goal is being able to identify and then deliver different experiences for different customers.

So, what is the first step?

The customer experience is not just the remit of the marketer. Everything an organisation does affects customers’ experiences and consequently how the customer feels about the organisation. From the front-end service to the back end systems, customers just see on organisation, one delivery, and if it does not fit with their expectations of the brand, the entire experience falls apart. 
It is a big task, but does not need to be daunting. The start point is to define your customer experience. It is surprising how many companies talk about their customer experiences without having defined what they want it to be. To define the experience requires two things;

· Business vision – What type of experience do we believe our brand should be delivering?
· Customer expectation – what type of experience do our customers expect from us?

The customer experience should be agreed, committed to at a senior level and used as a platform for business planning. And while commercial implications often cloud the water at this point with regards to feasibility of implementation, it is imperative that the focus remains on the customer experience.
Written by Richard Samarasinghe. Richard is a senior consultant with Springboard Commercial Solutions and a lead on customer experience within the consultancy.
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