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I’m reminded of a quote from Regis McKenna, "Right here. Right now. Tailored for me. Served up the way I like it." 1
If it's not customer focused then it's you focused, channel focused or technology focused - other focused. Customers don't care about those things.
They are focused on their needs.
Whole product solutions are built around understanding customer needs. Not built around understanding your channel.
Or your technology.
Or the market.
It's always about the customer.
At least it should be.
There is an eight-step process to develop the customer-centric thinking approach to marketing –both retail and B2B business. The following is an overview outline of those eight steps:
1. Customer-centric thinking begins with knowing what business you are in.
Theodore Levitt, in his famous Harvard Business Review article in 1960, entitled "Marketing Myopia", encouraged businesses to switch their focus from selling to meeting customer needs by asking the important question to the railroad companies, What business are you really in?”
Newspaper publishers today to survive need to be asking themselves the same question – are they in the “paper” business or the information business?
Are customers seeking new ways to access news information and how should that affect you business model?
Business leaders attract followers when those leaders successfully point the way – because they know who they are and what they want to accomplish. They provide a sense of purpose to the organization. Leaders, who have learned to walk in their customer’s shoes, keep the team focused by continually asking some key questions about the business.
Have you had a conversation with your team about the business you really are in? As Michael Lewis, in his article in 1988 issues of Time magazine so ably pointed out concerning Pete Rozelle: “He hooked us on football as show biz and gave Sunday (and Monday) a new kind of religious significance….”
Rozelle clearly understood that he was not just in the football business (his product); he was really in the entertainment business (his market).
Do you know the difference between a product-centric answer and a market-centric answer? Rozelle changed the way America viewed a game by understanding that there was a far wider audience around the entertainment value associated with a game than the game itself.
Many minor-league baseball organizations have used the same strategy to pack small stadiums by appealing to a broader segment than strictly baseball aficionados.
Families got hooked with giveaways, zany characters for the kids, games that brought children onto the field and access to the future stars for autographs.
Thinking it was a railroad company, instead of a transportation company, lost the Southern Pacific Railroad billions of dollars when it had an opportunity to get into the new, fledgling airline business.
Don't make the same mistake.
Start here. Gather the team. Focus on not only the product domain of you business, but also the market domain.
Determine the core beliefs of the market and how those beliefs impact an understanding of what business of why customers come to you and the problems they ask you to solve.
2. Customer-centric thinking is refined with an acknowledgement of the impediments to your success.
With your team, or someone who knows your business idea, make a list of those issues, internal and external, that are impediments to your success.
If you have completed your SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats), you probably have begun the journey to open your understanding to those issues that impede your success.
Do you have enough capital?
Is the market large enough?
Are the needs of the target market known and understood? Do they even know their needs?
Do you have the right members on the team?
These are just a small list of suggested questions.
The point is to develop your own list. Once the list is “completed” then rank-order them.
An interesting method is to assign a weighting for each based on a 1 – 5 scale with 5 equally a major, “show stopping” impediment – one that cannot be ignored and must be addressed. “4” might equal “really important impediment, not much room for compromise.”
Looking at all the threes, fours and fives, ask:
What patterns do you see?
What strengths does your organization have?
How can those strengths be used to overcome the impediments?
3 Enough about YOU: Now think about the customer.
Define the customer's dilemma - those issues related to the product or service you are providing.
Don't get tied up in thinking about issues unrelated to your product/services offering-issues like flex time, etc. Think about dilemmas of the major participants in the buying process (Manager vs. User, for example).
Describe the Arsenal of Resources that each has available to solve dilemmas and customer problems your product/service addresses. Those resources could be:
a) Other products
b) Current process
c) People “thrown at” the solution.
Develop a narrative that describes a day in life of your typical customer-as it relates to your product or service.2
This narrative gives personality to your customer (age, gender, typical education, typical job title) and begins the process of "seeing" the target market as a person instead of a "market."
Address what their day is like without knowledge of your product/service. What issues must be handled?
How do they contribute to the dilemma?
After a series of these vignettes are written for both the "manager-types" and the "user-types," then you get to think about how life is different for these customers when using your product/service.
Now, pretend that everyone in the buying center knows the value of your product/service, has assimilated it, and is making it work for them.
Address how their days are different using your product/service.
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