CHAPTER 1

THE ADVENT OF “EXCEPTIONAL”
CUSTOMER SERVICE

Let’s face it: Today, most customer experience programs are a disaster.
Don’t blame yourself, because it’s not your fault that these programs are failing you. Most organizations were sold the promise
that if they used the right software, analytic tools, and processes,
they would be able to manage their customer relationships and
deliver what their customers wanted—every time.
This approach sort of worked for a while. We understood our
customers through segmentation and who the customer was—
white, black, male, female, affluent, not so affluent, in their thirties, in their fifties—thinking demography was the key. We
believed the Voice of the Customer (VoC) was the answer and
that Customer Relationship Management (CRM) tools and Net
Promoter Scores (NPS) were critical for success.*

* VoC is a tool companies use to try to capture what customers expect, like, and
dislike. CRM tools are tools companies use to try to control and assess how they relate to their customers over time in order to attract and retain them. NPS is an index
used to attempt to measure customers’ enthusiasm for products or services.
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The problem today is that this approach is almost always
wrong. Yes, wrong. We cannot continue to apply old-fashioned
models in today’s hyper-linked and hyper-aggressive environment. In fact, even when an organization has built a reasonably
good strategy, it virtually always fails in execution. According to
some excellent research conducted for the software company Oracle, 93 percent of executives say that improving the customer experience is one of their organization’s top three priorities in the
next two years, and 91 percent wish their organization was be
considered a customer experience leader in their industry. However, many organizations are stuck in an execution chasm: 37 percent are just getting started with a formal customer experience
initiative, and only 20 percent consider the state of their customer
experience initiative to be advanced.1

A NEW BEGINNING: THE FA LL OF THE CUS TOME R
SERVICE–INDUST RIA L COMPLE X
The term military-industrial complex came into common usage
when President Dwight Eisenhower used it in his 1961 farewell
address to the nation. Eisenhower used the term to warn the
country of the dangerous relationship among the government,
the military, and the arms industry. I have adapted it to the customer service–industrial complex—to warn businesspeople of the
dangers inherent in the continued use of the canned “customer
service” programs still in use today.
For nearly half a century, from the 1950s into the 1990s, customer service was easy. Its approach was authoritarian and it did
not directly connect with the consumer. Large organizations simply had control of the media through advertising and publicity
and used one-way (simplex) communication to drive consumers
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to a specific service or product. In this way, they simply told consumers what their experience with a product or service was going
to be like.
A great example of current success in our consumer-oriented
economy is Uber, the alternative-to-cab car service. In the past,
passengers had no control over what they would find when they
got into a taxi. Sometimes passengers had good experiences,
sometimes terrible ones. They felt they had little recourse but to
accept what they got. Then Uber came along with its instant rating system, which let riders know exactly what other passengers
thought of and had experienced with a particular driver. By the
same token, the drivers could rate the passengers. In this way,
both passengers and drivers can choose to not do business with
people who have a reputation for obnoxious behavior.
However, in the customer service–industrial complex environment, consumers were practically blind to their choices. Their
social connections were limited (when compared to today), so
they had no real way of determining the quality or value of a product or service. With few or no other options, they simply got what
was dealt them by companies. Purveyors of electronics, sellers of
packaged consumer goods, hotels, airlines, and others were all
experienced bullies, and there was nothing the consumer could
do about it. This continued for decades . . . until the Internet arrived.
Consumer bullying still exists. For example, have you ever
called your cable company’s service department and been
told they’d be happy to install your line a week later sometime between 8 AM and 5 PM? This is a classic example of a
broken customer experience, and it’s only a matter of time
until disruptive innovators end this sort of un-customer-centric practice forever.
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To be fair, the customer service–industrial complex began
with good intentions. Companies genuinely wanted to get closer
to their clients as they realized this was the path to more sales.
The problem arose because they tried to create assembly-line
techniques in the customer service process. In their attempt to
drive efficiency and reduce costs, they looked inward—at what
worked for them—and became self-focused, not customer-focused.
For this reason, most CRM systems are designed to help companies sell more products or services to customers. They’re concerned with identifying profitable and not-profitable customers
and using this knowledge to find ways to allocate resources. Information about consumer behavior and purchasing habits is
pooled into spreadsheets, and businesses create grand marketing
and customer engagement plans based on that data. The problem
is that no one along the way actually got to know what I call the
Soul of the Customer®. No one stopped to identify customer types
and what people really love and what they really hate. As a result,
these systems are a waste of time and painful at best, and counterproductive and destructive at worst.
Can you use CRM to deliver better customer experiences
while meeting your enterprise goals? Yes. But I find that most organizations use the systems from the perspective of an experience-bully rather than that of a disruptive innovator best looking
to pioneer exceptional experiences across a customer journey.
Disruptive innovators identify weaknesses in competitive customer experiences (i.e., in old school customer service), and then
use the systems, methods, and tools of the enterprise innovator to
create exceptional consumer value. In this book, I will show you
how to do this.
Pablo Picasso, one of the most famous and influential artists
in the twentieth century, said, “Every act of creation is first
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an act of destruction.” He was a disruptive innovator. In
order to completely change the way in which painting was
done, he had to destroy the way in which people looked at art.
Picasso might have done well in today’s business world. This
is far different from the incremental innovator, who really
doesn’t destroy anything but only adds or subtracts a little
bit.

THE RISE OF THE INTERNE T A ND THE BIRTH OF
CUSTOM ER CONNE CTIV ITY
In the early 2000s, the Internet increased in influence and became available to consumers, causing an irreversible shift. Connection points, such as Yelp and Amazon, sprung up where people
could rate their experiences and express their opinions about the
quality of products and services. Yikes! No longer did companies
get to solely prescribe an experience in a way that best suited
their purposes.
The consumer began to take control. The power shifted and
customer service will never be the same. Rating systems that cataloged what to buy and what to stay well away from sprouted, and
blogs that exposed bad experiences and harmful company practices popped up.
In other words, connection architecture—the ability to connect anything to anything—emerged, and it is having a tremendous impact on the success of companies of all sizes. Nest, for
example, is a technology that monitors home energy usage. Based
on this information, homeowners can modify their behavior and
save money on their electric bills. Netflix’s connection architecture destroyed Blockbuster by allowing users to receive movies
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and TV shows in their homes via the Internet for only a small
monthly charge, with no late fees and no trips to brick-and-mortar stores.
Question: How many completely self-serving, internally and
operationally focused companies do you want to do business
with?
Answer: None.

CUSTOM ER CONNECT IV ITY IN TODAY ’S
HYPER-CONNEC TE D E CONOMY
A short two decades ago, most of us didn’t even have email. Smartphones were relegated to sci-fi shows. Notebooks? Only the paper
kind. Laptops? Heavy, expensive, and relatively rare.
Today, we are on the verge of digital ubiquity. The spread of
mobile technology is so pervasive that it’s rare that a potential
customer is not digitally connected. Customers now have unlimited options; they can buy anything, anywhere, anytime, and they
can choose from a wide range of prices and quality. Perhaps even
more important, they can buy, sell, praise, or condemn with a few
flicks of the thumb.
Rather than stick our heads in the sand and pretend consumers don’t have this power, we can instead embrace it by creating
exceptional customer experiences—experiences that rise above
what a customer “expects” and that demonstrate a deep understanding of their loves and hates. Such experiences are so remarkable that they lead to our clients doing much of our marketing for
us. To create these experiences, we have to truly understand the
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hearts and minds of our customers—in other words, what they
love and what they hate. Word of warning: I will drone on about
this ad nauseam because it’s the most important thing you can do
in your business today.

IDENTIFYING Y OUR CUS TOME R:
CUSTOM ER TYPES V S . S E GME NTATION
Given the world we live in, we can no longer understand our customers simply by grouping them based on their age, ethnicity,
economic status, gender, and geography. This gets you nowhere
on a good day and can bankrupt you on a bad one.
To help understand the difference between customer types
and segmentation, think back to high school. Where I went to
school, everyone was a sixteen-to-eighteen-year-old male or female Caucasian from an affluent family. In fact, 90 percent of my
graduating class fit that demographic. So based on that market
segment, we should all have been marketed to in roughly the same
way, right?
Wrong.
If you looked in my high school lunchroom, you’d see it was divided into cliques, and it was the equivalent of social death to land
at the wrong clique’s table. Theories abound that even as adults
we’re still scarred by high school social disasters.
High school cliques are architected based on what those kids
hate and what they love. If you’re into Java and Python and C++,
then you’re most likely at the geek table with your new Mac. If
you idolize LeBron James, are on the team, and know the stats of
your favorite NBA stars, no way are you going to sit with the
geeks. You’re with the jocks. Cheerleaders hang with the band
members? I don’t think so.
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These groups don’t evaporate when we graduate. They are
with us for the rest of our lives. Sure, they may change as we age,
find careers, and discover different interests, and we might even
find some overlap with other types. But we still love certain things
and hate others.
In order to create exceptional experiences, we as businesspeople first have to understand consumers better and then deliver
relevant experiences to specific customer types. Once we truly
understand the customer types within our specific business, we
can begin to innovate exceptional customer experiences to each
of those types, throughout their entire journey, using both digital
and non-digital channels.
These cliques—or segments—can be defined as customer
types. And customer types can be defined by two extremely
simple concepts:

1. What customers love
2. What customers hate
That’s all? Yep.

LEANING IN:
THE NEW CUSTOME R E X PE RIE NCE
People in the overwhelming majority of organizations believe
they already deliver exceptional customer service. However,
when their customers are interviewed about the quality of their
service, it turns out that this isn’t so. The overwhelming majority
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of customers believe companies are not delivering exceptional
service.2 So what’s causing this big disconnect?
Most companies haven’t transitioned from their customer service–industrial service complex past to today’s connected world.
They’re still stuck in the old ways, the old mindsets, of customer
service. They’re still internally focused on profit, rather than externally focused on the only thing that matters:—the customer
and what they love and what they hate. You must lean into the new
customer experience to succeed.

THREE SIM PLE PRIN CIPLE S F OR CRE ATING
EXCEPTIONAL C US TOME R S E RV ICE
Success today comes from three principles that What Customers
Crave embodies. Success isn’t about some complex calculus algorithm plastered on a spreadsheet and regurgitated in a “Customer
Service Training” seminar. Instead, success is derived from these
three principles:
1. Understand your customers not through their market demographics but from the perspective of what they truly
love and hate
2. Invent exceptional human experiences across all five
touchpoints (defined later in this chapter): the pre-touch,
first-touch, core-touch, last-touch, and in-touch
3. Express these exceptional experiences via digital and nondigital means
That’s it. The secret sauce. It’s not rocket science after all.
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THREE SH IF TS IN
W HAT YOUR CUSTOME RS CRAV E
What Customers Crave expresses and embraces three power
shifts in customer experience: the innovation shift, the customer
shift, and the connection shift. These shifts will determine your
business’s future. They represent the difference between the failure of the customer service–industrial complex mindset and the
success you will achieve as you accept the power of the consumer
and experience the wonders they can achieve for you when you
provide them with exceptional experiences.
I want to emphasize that these three power shifts occur across
all your customer touchpoints. (We’ll discuss touchpoints in
greater detail later in this chapter.) It’s not a push-this-button fix.
Rather, you must incorporate these shifts across the entire costumer experience, for all your customer types, using digital and
non-digital channels. Now, let’s move on to examining the three
power shifts and their implications for your business.

The Innovatio n S h ift
In the days of the customer service–industrial complex, the best
organizations in the world invented products, which they sold for
a profit. They told the customer what type of experience they
were going to have and went on their merry way.
The innovation shift—the creation of all kinds of products and
services serving every imaginable purpose—was the culmination
of today’s extreme competition, where we have reached value/
price saturation. As a result, successful companies now use disruptive innovation to create incredible human experiences. Uber
is a perfect illustration of disruptive innovation: Uber didn’t come
out with a new kind of taxicab, but it forever changed the way we
use cabs. Likewise, Netflix broke the barrier to viewing movies at
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home by creating a new delivery system based on a monthly fee
and no other charges.
So while businesses used to invent bright, shiny objects, successful enterprises in the future will use innovation to invent new
and exquisite human experiences. This shift is huge, yet most organizations don’t yet view innovation as a core competency.
Those that do are winners. It’s as simple as that.

The Custo me r S h ift
Customers today have virtually unlimited options for purchasing
a product or service. They can sit in a commuter train, a Starbucks, or anywhere with an Internet connection and do their holiday shopping, buy a car on eBay, or search for the latest iPhone
app.
More important, with a few clicks they can vet your business
and determine if they want to be your customer or not—all while
they go about their daily business.
The customer power shift is critical. It means that control has
moved from the business to the customer. There’s no place to
hide if you deliver a lousy product and/or sloppy service. You will
be vetted by customers, and that information will be shared
throughout cyberspace forever.
On the other hand, if you’re good, there is no better way to
build your business. If you wrap your arms around this power
shift, develop a partnership with your customers, and see them as
the key to your successful business (which they inevitably are),
they will look after you. They will announce your wonderfulness
on every avenue of social media, and they will prime the way for
you to get future customers as others Google, Yelp, or otherwise
search your reputation.
Amazon is the ideal company to illustrate this point. It fully
understands what customers want and what they hate and
13
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 elivers on it every time. In fact, Amazon is the founding father of
d
the customer shift. It created über-ease of shopping and a dynamic customer-based rating system that allows for almost riskfree shopping.

The Connec tio n S h ift
Every one of your customers is connected during the majority of
their waking hours. The extent to which this is true is actually
staggering. In 2013, Google partnered with Nielsen to study more
than 6,000 mobile searches and their results. Here is some of
what they uncovered:
• On average, each mobile search triggered two follow-up
actions.
• 55 percent of conversions (in-store, online, or by phone)
happened within the hour.
• 73 percent of mobile searches resulted in additional actions and conversions.
• Of all the searches studied, almost 50 percent were “goal
oriented and conducted to help make a decision.”3
In the process, Google coined new terms: “mobile moments”
and “micro-moments.”
To quote from Google’s website: “Mobile has forever changed
what we expect of brands. It’s fractured the consumer journey
into hundreds of real-time, intent-driven micro-moments. Each
is a critical opportunity for brands to shape our decisions and
preferences.”4
In short, chances are your business is being Googled right now.
Potential customers are checking out your online reputation to
see if you’re worth doing business with. The power is now in their
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hands. However, innovation and providing exceptional customer
experiences is in your hands. Figure 1-1 illustrates the various
ways in which everything is connected to everything else in our
hyper-connected world.

Figure 1-1. Hyper-connectivity today.
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THE BOTTOM LINE
What’s most important to remember is that you must take the
time and make the effort to understand what customer types your
business serves, and then learn what those types love and what
they hate. It’s that simple—and it’s that hard.
It takes time and effort to get out of the office, to hang out with
your customers, to spend a week being one of your customers,
and to experience what they experience. But if you do, you will
know where your innovation needs to happen.
The benefit in today’s business landscape is priceless. In fact,
if you don’t do this, you will fail.—It’s only a matter of when.
The reality distortion field (RDF) was initially used to describe
Steve Jobs’s charisma and its effect on the development of the
Macintosh computer. Now the term is employed to describe how
the charm and passion of a leader can be used to distort the scale
and difficulty of a business project. I’m going to hijack the term to
give you a word of warning. I believe that most organizations live
in a reality distortion field. They are delusional in that they assume that if they deliver customer service at one or two touchpoints, they’re good enough to compete favorably in the
hyper-connected, hypercompetitive economy. They are wrong.
One gap in exceptional service at any touchpoint and your business is toast.
So, once you’ve gained that carefully gleaned knowledge of
your customers, apply it across their entire journey with your
business, and do it digitally and non-digitally across all touchpoints. You will stand out so far from your competitors that you
wouldn’t be able to see them even if you looked back.
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CREATE THE PERFECT CUS TOME R E X PE RIE NCE :
FOUR PILLAR S OF S UCCE S S
Accompanying the three power shifts are the four pillars of success needed to create the perfect customer experience. These pillars are really the centerpiece of this book. Follow them and your
chances of success rise exponentially.

Using these four pillars, we treat customer service as a systemic process, not as a computer function or a training method.
The culture of customer-centric innovation must permeate every
aspect of your business. In this section, I show you how.

Desig n
While researching my first two books, I had the opportunity to
study the best organizations in the world. What I learned was
that they all looked at exceptional customer experiences as a design activity. This is a much different philosophy than was previously used when thinking about customer experiences.
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Now, when you plan an experience, you think about how to
please the customer. You think along the lines of “How and what
am I going to create that’s really customized and important to this
customer type?”
So stop thinking of customer service as a best practice. Instead, think of it as a design activity where you’re gaining insights
to create beautiful experiences across a palette of touchpoints. If
you’re good at that, you win new customers and keep old ones.

Cul tur e
Walk into any restaurant or business in your neighborhood and
you can instantaneously tell if you’re going to have a good experience or not. You know this by the expressions on the faces of the
customer service people, by the vibe, by the tidiness or lack
thereof, and even by the smell. These are all expressions of the
company’s culture.

I’m doing some work right now for one of the largest restaurant chains in the world. Over the past few weeks, I’ve gone into
two dozen of their operations, and the first thing I noticed in each
restaurant was how angry and inconvenienced the counter people seem. The sadness in the culture was tangible.
“A man without a smiling face must not open shop.”
—CHINESE PROVERB
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Stakeholders want to work for an organization that has an important and meaningful mission based in goodness. You want to
hire employees who want to work for a company that’s missioncentric. That mission needs to be about delivering something
worthwhile and important—not about profits. They’re just a side
benefit.
You attract good people by being good people, and this is the
culture that will make you win—by having a well-articulated and
well internally-branded mission of serving people in an authentic
way. The more you try to make money by focusing on money, the
less money you make. The more you focus on delivering exceptional value and building a mission-centered culture, the more
money you make.
Mother Teresa never set out to be famous. The Dalai Lama
isn’t looking to be a rock star. What they wanted was to deliver
goodness, and they’re revered throughout the world.
The organizations that do good for goodness’s sake are the organizations that attract the best people.

Insig h ts
After twenty-five years of wasting millions of dollars on failed innovations, I know a thing or two about the value of insights. As a
serial entrepreneur and innovator, I’ve invented things that were
dumb beyond belief. If I’d done a simple back-of-the-envelope
calculation with most of them, and thereby gained insights into
them, I’d have never wasted my time and money.
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So rather than working from inside our reality distortion field,
to succeed, we must get real insights about what people love and
what they hate. Again, if I’d just done that much, I would not have
wasted millions of dollars.
Here’s the most important lesson I learned from this quartercentury of innovation successes and failures:
Innovation is easy. The hard part is knowing what to innovate.
In the same vein, customer experience is easy. The hard part is
knowing what customers love and hate so you can create exceptional experiences they love and come back for.
The staff of the Harvard Business Review recently did a
study that found that restaurants where you could see the
chef preparing the food on average actually prepared better
food. Chefs received instantaneous-feedback in the way diners experienced their product. As a result of those insights,
the chefs prepared better food.5

Custom er Typ e s
Knowing your customers is no longer about segmenting them according to their ethnicity and bank account. It’s about getting to
know them deeply and understanding what they love and what
they hate. Only when you have this knowledge can you create exceptional, relevant, and very human experiences for them.
The final battleground in customer service isn’t some new
training seminar. It’s creating exceptional and relevant experiences across all five touchpoints. You can do this only when you
deeply understand your customer types.
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When Apple introduced the iPhone 6, there were four different models to choose from. The real reason for the four models
was that Apple had identified four different customer types when
it came to iPhone users, so a model was produced for each.
Apple is one of the most successful companies in the world. It
spends millions of dollars making sure its phones meet the demands of these four customer types. While it doesn’t have to cost
you millions to deliver excellent products and services to your
customers, identifying your customers by type and understanding their loves and hates is the key to thriving in today’s business
world.

THE TOUCH POINT PUNCH
The four pillars of success must be integrated across each touchpoint of your customer’s journey. In the real world, the number of
relevant touchpoints varies. I worked for a major international
luxury car manufacturer that developed a plan with 632 touchpoints! Can you imagine how impossible, much less ineffective, it
would be to try to implement a marketing plan with that many
touchpoints?
Instead, I want to keep things simple. I want to give you something that’s digestible and actionable, so I’ve broken the customer
journey down into five interconnected touchpoints (as shown in
Figure 1-7). They may not be profound, but they are real. Touchpoints are so vital to your success that I devote an entire chapter
to each later in the book. However, I touch upon them here.
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Figure 1-7. The Five Touchpoints

The Pre-Touch Mo me n t
This is the research phase, done digitally and non-digitally. Think
back on the mobile moments and micro-moments I mentioned
earlier. The digital pre-touchpoint is where your potential customers are checking you out online. They Google you and/or find
reviews on Yelp, Amazon, or some other site. In other words,
they’re educating themselves about your online reputation before
they actually engage with you. Underestimating the value of this
touchpoint is asking for failure. Its importance will only grow
over the years.
The pre-touch can also be non-digital. If you have an actual
physical location, what does it look like to potential customers
driving by? When customers park their cars? How about when
they walk up and open the door? Are they greeted with smiles or
scowls? It all adds up.

The Fi rst-Touc h Mo me n t
As Mom always said, “First impressions last a lifetime.” So it goes
with the first-touch. It sets the theme for how your customer will
forever perceive your product, brand, or service. If you have a bad
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first-touch, it’s really hard to fix. Conversely, if your first-touch
rocks, then you can easily build on that.
Customers checked you out in the pre-touch; here, for the first
time, they actually engage with you. As with all the touchpoints,
the key is to build an exceptional experience across all your customer types. Identify those types, understand what they want,
then deliver it to them—exceptionally. Disney’s Grand Californian Hotel & Spa is an excellent example of a first-rate pre-touch
moment. As you walk in, you are greeted by the most welcoming,
friendly staff. Each member of your family—from your children,
to your spouse, to your parents—is treated as a special guest. It
gets you off in the right mood as you begin your stay in the happiest place on Earth.

The Core-To u c h Mo me n t
Your customer is now living with your product, brand, or service.
You need to deliver the goods, day in and day out. Just gaining
customers isn’t enough: You have to keep reinventing great ways
to serve all customer types throughout the entire relationship.
Trader Joe’s food stores do the core-touch perfectly. Day after
day, week after week, the stores tell a new story. In the fall, they
offer pumpkin spice cookies and coffee; in the spring, it’s fresh
vegetables and flowers. Their employees are cheerful, helpful,
and apparently happy to be working there. It’s Trader Joe’s attention to the details that makes it so good.

The Last-To u c h Mo me n t
The last-touch of a particular experience is the final moment the
customer has with a product or service. (Actually, there should
never be a last-touch because ideally, you will have many more
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touches with all your customers,) At this touchpoint, you send
your customer off with a memorable good-bye that makes them
want to come back. It’s a way to thank them for being with you, to
tell them that you valued the experience and hope they did too.

The In-Touch Mo me n t
This is how and when you stay connected with your customers
after their experience with you has ended. You must approach
this with an absolute commitment not to sell them anything, but
rather to consistently and pleasantly provide them with ongoing
value. You want them to willingly come back to you of their own
accord, not because you’re shoving some One Time Only shenanigan down their throat.
CRM software packages are often used to sell people something. They enable companies to stay in touch for the purpose of
getting customers to buy something else. But this isn’t what customers love; it’s what they hate. Instead, deliver ongoing constant
value. Let your customers know about special offers only if you
know it’s something they need to have.

TAKEAWAY S

Science backs up this new body of knowledge about customer
service. What Customers Crave presents the science of how to
predictably and consistently deliver exceptional customer service across all your customer types via digital and non-digital
channels. We know from our experience that it works—every
time.
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The only commitment you have to make is a willingness to
lean into the information, to accept the discomfort of learning
new requirements and a new way of viewing the customer service
landscape.
Albert Einstein said, “The measure of intelligence is the ability
to change.” This certainly holds true for the shifts in power we see
today in customer service.
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