THE FIVE PILLARS OF
CUSTOMER CENTRICITY
2018 North American Study on Customer Centricity

Introduction
As our 2018 North American Study on Customer Centricity will demonstrate, most senior leaders agree that
a customer-centric culture is a vital ingredient to a successful business. It requires the commitment of the
entire organization to understand the ideal customer experience and how to consistently deliver it across
multiple channels.
When an organization has captured the true essence of a customer-centric culture, it has created an
environment that establishes customer experience management as its core operating principle and values
that are conducive to high performance.
A well-integrated, customer-centric team—one that has created a powerful synergy focused on the
customer—is largely self-sustaining. If a team leader is replaced or a key member moves on, the team
remains focused on doing its utmost to deliver the ideal customer experience. Customer-centric teams
seem to ‘click’ together with a powerful energy that takes on a life of its own.
Successful organizations that have embraced customer experience as a cultural adoption have a distinct
and sustainable advantage. Not surprisingly, it can be one of the most challenging transformational change
initiatives for any senior leader.
Building customer experience management as a business discipline and competency requires a strong
coalition and the commitment of senior leaders across the entire enterprise. This includes developing a
clear understanding of what drives a customer-centred culture and identifying the key drivers of change.
In studying customer centricity since 2012 and working with senior leaders who have had the most success,
we have identified the specific behaviours and actions that build a customer-centric organization.
This book provides a framework for understanding the four phases of the customer-centric journey, the five
pillars of customer centricity, as well as best practices to guide implementation. It tracks improvements
across the top 15 key value drivers of customer centricity and provides proven strategies for leading
customer experience transformational change.
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Four Phases
of the

CustomerCentric
Journey

Customer Experience Management is the discipline used to comprehensively
manage a customer’s cross-channel exposure, interaction and transaction with
a company, brand or service. It includes the processes to design, organize and
oversee every interaction between a customer and the organization throughout the
customer lifecycle.
Janet LeBlanc + Associates’ Customer-Centric Index® maps the progress of
organizations across four phases on their journey to becoming truly customer
centric. This index was used to group participants of the 2018 North American
Study on Customer Centricity into one of four phases of the journey.

Based on results of the study, 10 percent reported their organization is in the
first phase, where many are in the process of developing their strategy or taking their first steps of implementing
transformational change. Dropping down five percent from 2016, only 13 percent of North American companies view
themselves as having reached the fourth and final “Truly Customer Centric” phase.
Our findings suggest that many senior leaders tend to underestimate the time it takes to lay the foundation needed to
build a truly customer-centric culture. For example, they may assign a small team and smaller budget to the “customer
centricity project” before understanding how much corporate alignment is actually involved.
In this scenario, faced with suggestions such as designing new apps or harnessing new digital technologies, the project
team might wrestle with how to select and prioritize the right solutions within an ever-expanding scope of work and
limited budget. They might also struggle with how to educate the organization on what being customer centric really
means and what senior leaders need to do differently to realize its benefits.
As truly customer-centric organizations can attest, the transformation will be smoother if the architects of customer
experience design and delivery understand the critical need for informed, measured and manageable strategies and
tactics at every phase of the journey.

44% 46%

2018

33%

13%

Infancy
Strategic alignment
and building leadership
support is essential at this
phase. Setting the vision
and strategy for aligning
the customer experience
with business strategies
and goals is essential.

2014

31%
26%

18% 16%

TRULY CUSTOMER CENTRIC

2016

41%

13%
10% 11%
TRANSFORMiNG

Developing
Building a coalition of
sponsors and recruiting
change advocates is needed
during this phase. Educating
employees about what the
future will look like helps
employees understand their
role in driving customer
experience improvements.

DEVELOPING

INFANCY

Transforming

Truly CustomerCentric

Commitment and
endurance are needed
during this phase to see a
long-term transformation
come to fruition. Corporate
patience is a must to keep
customer experience
initiatives on track for the
duration of the journey.

Achieving customer
centricity is a major
accomplishment and
must be recognized and
reinforced. Organizations
must protect against
complacency by keeping
the organization focused
on emerging customer
expectations.

Customer-Centric Index® is a registered trademark of Janet LeBlanc + Associates Inc.
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The Five
Pillars of

Beyond the four phases of the journey that organizations navigate to become
truly customer centric are the essential practices required to drive this progress.
Janet LeBlanc + Associates designed a standard framework of essential
practices containing five pillars of customer centricity.

Customer
Centricity

Together, these pillars identify the various behaviours needed to instill customer
experience as the core operating model for the organization—to shift the
culture towards customer centricity. For this reason, they were designed to
be interdependent. By achieving objectives in one pillar, an organization is
essentially strengthening its capacity to achieve objectives in other pillars.
Our findings suggest that more senior leaders are integrating customer
experience into their core business strategies to design and deliver a customer
experience that will outperform legacy models and the traditional ways of doing
business.
This aligns with global trends, where customer-centric business models are
disrupting, reshaping and redefining new markets. For example, Airbnb has
emerged as the world’s largest accommodation provider without having to
purchase real estate or hire staff to host guests. Netflix has been streaming
thousands of movies worldwide for years but only recently began to explore the
movie theatre business—a strategic move to enter a new market and transform
it. Amazon, which enticed millions of shoppers to purchase online, is now
redirecting its loyal customers to Amazon-branded bricks and mortar options.
These global firms prove that embracing customer experience as a cultural
adoption provides a distinct and sustainable advantage.

STRATEGIC
ALIGNMENT

SENIOR
LEADERSHIP

CUSTOMER
INSIGHTS

EMPLOYEE
ENGAGEMENT

MEASUREMENT
AND REWARDS

UNDERSTAND
THE BUILDING
BLOCKS AT A
CORPORATE
LEVEL THAT ARE
REQUIRED TO
STRENGTHEN
STRATEGIC
ALIGNMENT.

Discover the
role senior
leaders play to
be a role model
for customercentric
behaviours.

Pinpoint where
to focus
‘voice of the
customer
initiatives’ to
get the best
value for
investments.

Realize what
employees need
in order to
understand
how they
impact the
customer
experience.

Ensure
measurement
and reward
systems inspire
and support
customer
experience
strategies.

2018 NORTH AMERICAN STUDY ON CUSTOMER CENTRICITY
This report is based on an online survey titled “What is Your Customer-Centric DNA?” conducted in collaboration with Customer Strategist
and Contact Center Pipeline in September 2018. A total of 118 senior leaders across North America participated in the survey. Business leaders
were asked to rate their organization on three overall barometer measures to test their level of maturity on achieving customer centricity and to
delve deeper into the key factors that define a customer-centric organization. This report identifies key areas where North American firms are
performing well across five pillars of customer centricity. It also identifies key value drivers of customer centricity using multi-variate analysis
techniques. Results from this benchmarking study have also been reported in Customer Strategist and Contact Center Pipeline.
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Understand
how to
strategically
align around

Strategic alignment is the act of gaining buy-in for your vision. It is a
clear and coherent medium to long-term strategy that is both actionable
and linked to the overall mission, vision and values of the organization.
When organizations have achieved strategic alignment, the
contributions of people, process and other inputs such as technology
are laser-focused on a specific outcome, with everyone knowing their
role in making it happen.

the customer

Strategically aligning around the customer requires the senior
leadership team to define and unite the organization around a shared
vision of the ideal experience (what we want to be), with a clear sense
of purpose defined for everyone’s role in serving the customer. It also
requires a clear articulation of how the customer fits within the mission
(why we exist) and within the values statements (what we believe in
and how we behave).
Measuring the impact of customer experience improvements,
hiring customer-focused executives, and directly tying customer
experience improvements to executive compensation and performance
management are critical areas needed to ensure the organization is
strategically aligned around the customer.
The 2018 survey results on customer centricity show an impressive gain
of 13 percent since 2012 of those who measure the impact of customer
experience initiatives on business performance.
Monetizing the customer experience has been a major stumbling
block for many organizations. Despite the rise in interest in customer
experience, many executives still struggle with building a business case
to prove that customer experience improvements drive business results.
(For more information, read Monetizing the Customer Experience, by
Janet LeBlanc).

KEY DRIVERS OF
STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT
30% 27%

23% 22%

Clearly COMMUNICATES
A SHARED VISION OF THE “IDEAL”
CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE

2018

29%

20% 20%

2016

29%
16%

MEASURES THE IMPACT OF
CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE
INITIATIVES ON BUSINESS
PERFORMANCE

2014

34%

27%

2012

23%

HIRES CUSTOMER-FOCUSED
EXECUTIVES

Percentage represents those respondents of the 2018 North American Study on Customer Centricity
who rated a “9” or a “10” on a 10-point scale
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recognize the
importance
of senior

leadership

While watching a high-performance team in action, such as first responders,
surgical teams, athletes, film crews, or string quartets, it is easy to recognize
the shared sense of purpose with clearly defined roles and responsibilities.
Everyone knows what they need to do in order to achieve team goals.
The role of the senior leader in any transformational change is fundamental.
Without a strong leader at the helm, the transformation will move too slowly
and can even stagnate at some point during the journey.
Today’s senior leaders need to move beyond simply promoting the importance
of the customer experience or customer centricity. They need to do the hard
work required to move from silo-based business planning to focusing on
customer priorities—a clear indication of a customer-centric mentality. When
senior leaders use shared metrics and cross-functional accountability to deliver
the ideal customer experience, they are taking another important step towards
becoming truly customer centric.
Many of today’s organizations are struggling to secure sustainable funding for
customer experience initiatives. When funds are in short supply or short-term
targets are in danger of not being met, customer experience improvements can
take a back seat to other priorities. As these customer experience initiatives
struggle to gain traction during difficult financial years, the leadership team’s
commitment to long-term customer experience improvements could be
questioned by employees.
The focus on the customer must be visible throughout the organization in good
times and in bad. Customer experience needs to be a continuous leadership
message to employees. Senior leaders must work together to understand where
customer experiences are unreliable and develop a clear picture of how they
need to work collaboratively to break down silos and put customer priorities at
the forefront of the business.

KEY DRIVERS OF
SENIOR LEADERSHIP
29%

2018

33%
27% 22%

Act as a role-model
for customer-centric
behaviours

24% 22% 21%
20%
Regularly showcases
examples of
customer-centric
behaviours by employees

Percentage represents those respondents of the 2018 North American Study on Customer Centricity
who rated a “9” or a “10” on a 10-point scale
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2016

33%

2014

41%

2012

36% 37%

Spends time
interacting directly
with the customer

Integrate

customer
perspectives
into everything
you do

Almost half of those surveyed for the 2018 North American Study on Customer
Centricity report being able to respond immediately to pressing customer
issues. One third regularly ask customers to evaluate their performance relative
to competitors.
With rapidly changing customer expectations, organizations today have a
stronger will to aggressively understand customer requirements and how they
perceive the quality of the experience. The need to collect and understand
customer feedback through a variety of sources, from structured surveys to
social media feedback, has increased significantly.
Many organizations today are building comprehensive voice of the customer
programs to develop a 360-degree view of the customer across all products,
channels and interaction points. “Voice of the customer” is a term used to
describe a corporate-wide system designed to capture customer perspectives
about their experiences. These perspectives are then integrated into business
planning systems, process improvement initiatives and employee engagement
practices.
Voice of the customer programs manage customer data centrally in a
coordinated effort to prioritize improvements and organizational change―
helping to make acting on customer feedback part of everyday decision-making.
There are multiple ways to collect customer feedback, including qualitative
methods such as interviews or focus groups, as well as quantitative methods
from relationship or transactional surveys and syndicated studies. Internal
measures from customer complaints, CRM metrics, feedback from account
managers, and employee insights also contribute to a single view of the
customer. Organizations need to listen effectively to what customers are saying
and use a variety of means, both solicited and unsolicited, to systematically
collect, analyze, disseminate, and act on customer expectations and
preferences.
The 2018 study findings revealed an 11% increase in organizations rating
themselves as excellent when gathering customer feedback, in real-time, to
identify early signs of customer defection. Real-time tracking provides the
infrastructure needed to immediately respond to pressing customer issues
and to resolve trouble spots in the customer experience.

KEY DRIVERS OF
CUSTOMER INSIGHTS
28% 29% 25%

2018

21%

quickly identifies
and resolves trouble spots
in the customer experience

26%

30%
20%

2016

28%
14%

uses customer feedback
to improve customer
communications

2014

22%

2012

16% 17%

Gathers customer feedback,
in real-time, to identify early
signs of customer defection

Percentage represents those respondents of the 2018 North American Study on Customer Centricity
who rated a “9” or a “10” on a 10-point scale
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Beyond ensuring customer experience design and delivery are effective, those
who extend their focus to incorporate a Branded Customer Experience® will
not only align employees more quickly, but also accelerate the transition from
brand recognition to brand loyalty in customers.

Engage
employees
to deliver
the ideal

Branded
Customer
Experience

The first step is through a brand promise, which assures customers what the
brand stands for and what they can expect no matter how (or how often) they
interact with it. Whether overt or subtle, the brand promise can be introduced,
reintroduced and reinforced through a series of “brand cues.”

®

A Branded Customer Experience® is a designed experience—one by which
these brand cues are strategically created and integrated as part of the ideal
customer experience. Delivering on a brand promise, like brand cues, should be
consistent, believable and achievable.
Delivering a Branded Customer Experience® is not possible until everyone in
the organization understands their role. Its value should be vividly understood
by senior leaders and communicated effectively across all departments and
functions. All employees, even if they are not customer-facing, should be
invested and aligned.
Four organizational behaviours are fundamental to engaging employees in
delivering a consistent branded experience:
•
•
•
•

Clearly communicating what customer centricity means across the
organization
Training employees on how their role impacts the customer (both front
and back office)
Helping employees translate customer feedback into specific action plans
Clearly defining what employees need to do differently to improve the
customer experience

Employees can make or break your customer experience. They are the face, the
voice, the character and the performance of the company, any part of which can
impact a customer’s impression. The ability to deliver a consistent, high-quality
experience across every interaction is what separates the good from the great.

KEY DRIVERS OF
EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

26% 23%

2018

28%
18%

13%

clearly defines what
employees need to do
differently to improve the
customer experience

34%

28%
17%

gives employees the
authority to resolve
customer issues on the spot

Percentage represents those respondents of the 2018 North American Study on Customer Centricity
who rated a “9” or a “10” on a 10-point scale
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2016

26%

2014

2012

29%
19% 16%

provides employees with
the right information to
address customer issues

Employees are more easily motivated by what is measured and rewarded.
Linking customer experience metrics to a corporate-wide compensation
system helps to accelerate the pace of change.

Measure
and reward

customer
experience
improvements

In the 2018 North American Study on Customer Centricity, almost forty
percent of North America companies were not, or were having difficulties,
setting customer experience targets (such as on an employee performance
scorecard) and rewarding employees for meeting them.
Tying customer metrics to a compensation system requires a delicate balance
between the goal of achieving improved business results with the objective
of motivating employees to improve a higher level of performance. Any
imbalance might jeopardize the positive effects that a solid compensation
model can have on a customer experience management program.
The first principle to successfully tie customer experience metrics to
compensation is selecting a metric that is easy to understand. Metrics that are
easier to explain will be adopted earlier. If employees don’t understand the
metric, then tying compensation to it will have little impact on their behaviour.
Secondly, employees must clearly understand—and believe—that any change
in their behaviour will positively impact results. If employees don’t think
they have the necessary skills, tools or opportunity to make the required
improvements, their response toward the overall customer experience
program will be negative.
Tying an appropriate amount of compensation to the metric is a third
important principle. If there is too much compensation offered, some
employees might manipulate the metric or their behaviour. If too little
compensation is offered, they might ignore it entirely. Either way, the
behaviour will not motivate employees to deliver a better customer
experience.
The benefits of incorporating customer experience metrics into a performance
management system are clear. Employees want to be recognized for changing
their behaviours. When an employee is rewarded, it gives the organization
a chance to communicate the behaviours expected of employees and to
demonstrate why a change in behaviour is worthy of a reward. It provides
senior leaders with an opportunity to share the vision of the ideal experience
and provide stories of customer-centric behaviours in action.

KEY DRIVERS OF
MEASUREMENT & REWARDS

2018

21% 19% 19%

14%

use rewards, other than
monetary, to reinforce
customer-centric behaviour

2016

2014

2012

17% 20% 16% 13%

21% 18% 17%
14%

tracks the effectiveness of
customer experience action
plans and initiatives

rewards and recognizes
achievement of customer
experience improvements

Percentage represents those respondents of the 2018 North American Study on Customer Centricity
who rated a “9” or a “10” on a 10-point scale
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Learn More about Customer Centricity
in the following articles written by or based
on the work of Janet LeBlanc.

Monetize the
Customer Experience

About

TRANSFORMING PROMISES
INTO ACTION

EFFECTIVE CEM REQUIRES
ENGAGED LEADERSHIP

Janet LeBlanc

As an award-winning transformational leader, Janet LeBlanc and her team use proven techniques to support
organizations—from public sector institutions to Fortune 100 companies—whose goal is to drive a customercentric culture. Book Janet LeBlanc for your next consulting or speaking engagement by contacting her at
janet@janetleblancassociates.com.
Leadership

Customer Experience Design

• Culture Assessment and Transformation
• Customer Experience Strategy Development
• Leadership Engagement and Alignment

• Brand Strategy Development
• Ideal Customer Experience Design
• Customer Experience Journey Mapping

Customer Insights

Performance Improvement

• Customer Value and Loyalty Management
• Voice-of-the-Customer Strategy Development
• Customer Service Transformational Change

• Employee Engagement and Training
• Performance Management and Process Improvement
• Enterprise-Wide Change Management

Visit www.janetleblancassociates.com to discover more ways to create a company-wide focus on customers. Call today at 1-613-730-2709.
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