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While there are many factors, one
inescapable truth is that the successful
companies have forged a strong bond
with their customers by creating and
consistently delivering an experience
that not only meets customers’ needs
and preferences, but is also strongly
aligned with the company’s overall
business and brand strategy. In an 
era when product features are quickly
duplicated and prices swiftly matched,
the ability to provide such a branded
customer experience has become a
critical differentiator for businesses 
in both the business-to-business and
business-to-consumer sectors. 

Most companies realize that customer
experience is critical to their success.
Many actually have done a good job 
of theoretically defining a branded
customer experience for their organization.
However, in Accenture’s experience,
many companies run into trouble
putting the branded customer
experience into practice—a puzzle that
companies such as Procter & Gamble,
Best Buy, McDonald’s, Starbucks and
Samsung have solved to their benefit.

By learning from these masters, other
companies can develop the capabilities
and the commitment required to turn
their customers into advocates, and
keep them coming back for more. This
is especially important as economic
conditions improve and organizations
once again put growth high on their
corporate agenda.

What makes Dell the undisputed 
leader in PCs?  

Why are JetBlue and Southwest Airlines
thriving while the other airlines are
struggling just to stay aloft?  

How can Best Buy keep reporting
robust sales quarter after quarter 
while other consumer electronics
retailers are sputtering?

What secret ingredient allows Starbucks
to keep spreading seemingly unchecked,
now challenging even home-grown
coffee purveyors once thought too
entrenched to beat?  

What is it that distinguishes these 
and a handful of other companies 
from the myriad others still struggling
to regain their footing after the
economic downturn?  

Successful companies build strong customer bonds by
delivering a consistent branded experience.

The critical differentiator



Accenture has found that masters are
able to effectively create and deliver a
branded customer experience because
they excel in two significant areas.
First, they rigorously include customers’
voices in the process, as well as
measure the delivery of the experience
on an ongoing basis. This enables 
them to understand the key levers in
the experience, what opportunities for
improvement exist, and what impact
these changes will have on customer
loyalty. Second, they operationalize
these insights to ensure the customer
experience is delivered consistently—
across the organization and time after
time, regardless of how, or when, the
customer interacts with the company.

How do the masters practice rigor?
While there’s no definitive way, we
have observed that many of these
organizations take similar actions. 

Rigor in including the 
voice of the customer  
Some companies have successfully 
used extensive primary research to
learn what their customers want and
what drives customers’ behavior. This

may include collecting detailed brand
monitoring and customer satisfaction
data. Such data is deep enough to
enable the company to truly understand
customers’ opinions of all aspects of the
company, as well as what specifically
shapes those opinions. Perhaps no other
company knows its customers better
than Procter & Gamble. The consumer-
products giant has one of the world’s
most sophisticated market research
functions, and uses many non-traditional
data-gathering techniques to complement
its traditional focus group and survey
activities (such as having executives
actually shop with consumers and
observe consumers using P&G products
in their homes). These activities give
P&G unparalleled insights into the role
that P&G products play in consumers’
lives and ways the company can
strengthen that role to create
customers for life.

Leaders also ensure that they include
all of their customers in this research—
end consumers as well as channel
partners. For instance, in addition to
working directly with customers of its
electronics products, Samsung spends

millions of dollars a year conducting
research with retail sales staff to
understand their experience with
Samsung and how that experience
affects the way retailers represent
Samsung products to their customers.

Rigorously working to involve the 
voice of the customer in creating the
customer experience also can involve
preference modeling of customer
satisfaction data to help understand
where improvements in the experience
are necessary and how such improve-
ments would generate greater business
value (in the form of better customer
retention, more effective acquisition,
greater spending by existing customers,
etc.). This helps companies determine
how they can profitably deliver
excellent experiences and avoid
creating experiences that would be 
a drain on the bottom line or fail to
meet customers’ expectations.

One type of modeling involves working
with customers to probe where they
are willing to make trade-offs. For
years, Swedish home furnishings
retailer IKEA explicitly discouraged
online and catalog ordering. Why?
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Leaders take similar steps to ensure the customer
experience is delivered consistently.

Creating and delivering the
branded customer experience

It’s one thing to create an
excellent customer experience,
but another thing entirely 
to ensure this experience is
delivered consistently over 
time and across channels.



Because the company knows customers
are willing to trade convenience for the
low prices and cutting-edge design
made possible by the company’s hyper-
efficient supply chain that relies heavily
on the store as the distribution center. 

Rigor in measurement
Many companies have reams of customer
satisfaction data and do conduct primary
research on what customers want. But
most do not take the critical next step
of linking this data to how customer
satisfaction (or dissatisfaction) affects
business performance. The masters
comprehensively measure customers’
ongoing satisfaction with all of the
company’s touch points and how that
satisfaction correlates with customer
behavior. Ongoing monitoring is
critical—even if a company provides
superior experiences, those experiences
are based on what customers value and
that changes over time. Wal-Mart’s
dominance has its roots in the company’s
recognition that consumers today, while
nostalgic about the days of small mom-
and-pop stores that gave personalized

service, clearly value low prices and 
the convenience of one-stop shopping
more highly than buying at a store
where the clerk knows your name.

A key distinction shared by the masters
in marketing and customer management:
while many companies measure customer
satisfaction, masters take it several
steps further to understand exactly
how satisfaction and dissatisfaction
affect what customers do and,
ultimately, the impact on business
performance. If a company is going
through the trouble to make changes
to its customer experiences, it must
measure the impact of those changes
on customer behavior to ensure that
the changes lead to an improvement 
in business performance. 

Creating and maintaining
consistency
It’s one thing to create an excellent
customer experience, but another thing
entirely to ensure that this experience
is delivered consistently over time and
across channels. Why do you get the
same experience at a Starbucks

whether it’s in London or Los Angeles
while other companies have trouble
answering the phone the same way 
at locations in the same city?

Rules
It all starts with rules. At the most
basic level, masters consistently apply
business rules that are explicitly tied 
to the preferences of specific customer
segments. A simple example: giving 
the most valuable customers the very
best experience. Another example is
knowing which channel specific
customers or segments prefer to 
use, and then using that channel
consistently as the primary means 
of promotion and commerce.

But more importantly, masters excel at
ensuring that these rules are followed
day in and day out, and they do so 
by addressing key elements of their
organization and culture, business
processes and technologies. 

For example, masters have an enterprise
that’s entirely focused on customers,
meaning departments work together
with a common purpose and share
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customers across internal boundaries—
whether that’s functions (e.g., sales,
marketing and customer service) or
product groups/service lines (such as
mortgage and credit card services at 
a bank or wireless, DSL, and local land
line service at a communications
company). In fact, the masters think
about the marketing discipline as being
much broader than the “marketing
department” and reaching across the
enterprise (especially the supply chain,
which plays an integral role in delivering
the customer experience through its
responsibility for bringing the right new
products to market quickly and reliably). 

The masters have achieved this focus 
in different ways. Some have created
groups or teams responsible for specific
customer segments, while others have
retained their existing structure and,
instead, carved out “holes” in the walls
between functions or business units to
enable collaboration around customers.
Just recently, Best Buy has used mark-
eting science, coupled with sophisticated
marketing strategy, to improve its branded
experience and business performance.
The company divides its customer base
into critical, high-value segments,
including “affluent professionals,” “busy
suburban moms” and “small-business
customers.” It tailored its offerings to
these segments and then tested them
in 32 lab stores. Results from those test
sites confirmed the profit potential of
better tailoring its offerings to these
customers, which encouraged Best Buy
to roll out the program to other stores.
Similar testing also has led to accelerated
growth of the company’s Geek Squad, a
rapid-response computer support team
available all day, every day. 

Regardless of the approach, masters
establish reward systems that encourage
and reinforce desired customer-oriented
employee actions. For instance, UK-
based retailer Tesco provides numerous
awards for both customer service and
employee satisfaction, demonstrating
the power of that core value of treating
employees how we like to be treated.
The company also features compen-
sation and benefits pegged to attract
and retain the best people, including
significant pay increases across the
board over the past 10 years, share
ownership, a save-as-you-earn plan, 

a privilege card for staff discounts 
after a year with Tesco, incentives 
tied to the strategic objectives of the
company, and flexible arrangements
(like career breaks and parental leave).

Training and leadership
Training is another key to consistently
delivering superior experiences. Masters
spend between two and 10 times more
than other companies on employee
training so that they not only can
effect- ively steep employees in the
culture immediately, but also empower
employees to do what’s right for
customers. In fact, employee empower-
ment is absolutely critical to consistent
delivery of a branded customer experience.
Starbucks employees give vouchers for
free drinks to people who wait in line
too long, while Ritz-Carlton—long
known for its excellent experience—
gives all employees, regardless of their
position, a predetermined amount of
“make-good” money each year that
they can spend however they see fit 
to improve a customer’s stay. Not
surprisingly, companies that invest
significantly in training also are more
likely to retain employees than others,
thus perpetuating the cycle.

In addition to organization structure 
and training, visionary leadership plays
a huge role in maintaining a consistent
customer experience—and that leader-
ship can be either in the executive suite
or spread around the organization. 
The late Jim Cantalupo, former CEO 
of McDonald’s, is widely credited 
with restoring the fast-food giant 
to prominence, while Eric Kim sparked
Samsung’s growth through his efforts
as head of the company’s global
marketing function.

Technology
Technology also is a factor. We found
that masters employ several key tech-
nologies that help them consistently
deliver a branded customer experience.
One is a data warehouse, which enables
companies to collect and store vast
amounts of data on customers’ history
with the company and their interactions
with the enterprise via the principal
touch points (Web site, store, call
center, automated phone system, etc.).
By now, most large companies already
have such warehouses in place and 
are collecting the desired data. 

But what distinguishes the masters from
others is that they not only collect the
right data, they also leverage the data
strategically to understand what drives
customer behavior. Consider McDonald’s.
The company used detailed consumer
knowledge—including defection patterns
and root causes, efficiency of individual
restaurants, and customer and competitor
reactions to innovations like the $1
menu—to shape the turnaround strategy
it dubbed the Plan to Win. The Plan to
Win strictly limited restaurant openings
in 2003 and closed some 600 under-
performing stores worldwide in an
effort to increase sales and operating
income. The plan specifies goals and
measures based on critical drivers of
the branded experience—people,
product, price, place, and promotion.
Mass merchant Target has used data 
on customer shopping trips to enhance
their stores. The retailer discovered that
its customers time their shopping trips
to coincide with the replenishment of
certain items—especially household
cleaners, paper supplies, prescriptions,
food and beverage, and health and beauty
care. Based on that information, Target
rearranged its store layout to align 
with customers’ shopping motivators
(for instance, expanding the selection
of food items, a powerful category 
for generating frequent store visits).
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To be sure, organizations seeking to
emulate the likes of P&G, Starbucks,
Ritz-Carlton and Samsung have their
work cut out for them. These masters
have spent years and literally billions 
of dollars honing their capabilities and
practices. Yet, Accenture believes that
many companies are in a good position
to make fundamental and lasting
improvements to their customer
experiences because they already have
much of the necessary technologies 
in place—especially the powerful data
warehouses needed to support data
collection and mining. To effectively
leverage those investments, companies
now need to turn their attention to 
the people and process side of the
equation. Yet this often poses the most
difficult challenge, as it requires a huge
cultural shift, the breaking down of
internal silos and, in some cases, the
letting go of long-held beliefs about
customer needs and preferences that
are no longer true or relevant.

In fact, in Accenture’s experience,
organizational and cultural issues have
been the greatest obstacles to more
widespread improvement of customer
experiences. Two things can help in this
regard. First, support for the change
from the highest level of the organi-
zation is critical because only C-level
executives have the authority and
reach necessary to bridge the various
internal functions and business units.
The marketing department can’t simply
come up with a new view of what
customer experiences the company
should provide and then try to impose
that onto the rest of the enterprise.
Second, the data collected via initial
customer research can provide the
empirical evidence necessary to
persuade decision makers that they
may not have the complete picture of
what customers really want—and what
they think of what they’re getting—
from the company.

Accenture’s research into high-
performance businesses has found that
the most successful companies exhibit
a relentless focus on the customer. At
the most tangible level, that focus is
manifested in the day-to-day inter-
actions between an organization and
those who patronize it. Following the
approach just outlined won’t turn 
a company into a high-performance
business overnight. But it will help 
a company in its pursuit of high
performance by creating happier 
and more loyal customers, a stronger
brand and, ultimately, a more robust
balance sheet. 
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The most successful companies exhibit 
a relentless focus on the customer.

Emulating the leaders

Accenture believes that 
many companies are in a 
good position to make
fundamental and lasting
improvements to customer
experience they deliver.
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