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 Inadequately Differentiated CX   

Compounding the inability of most CX functions to
link their activities to financial impact is that fact that
the CX programs observed in most major
organisations are largely ill defined. Most CX
practitioners certainly understand that today’s
battlefield of hyper competition is about winning
customer preference and loyalty by consistently
delivering against a differentiated promise. Despite
this, most CX programs only aim to deliver to the
parity of the customer’s expectations. There is rarely
any surprise and delight and frequently no clear
evidence of specific customer experiences that
genuinely differentiate the firm in the eyes of its
customers, relative to its competition.
  
The reality for many organisations is consumers can
buy the same product or service from different
businesses. Markets tend towards commoditisation
over time. When there is no significant difference in
quality or in how consumers access these products,
commoditisation has well and truly set in. In many
segments, organisations now face a lonely and
desolate future in this barren wasteland of
commoditisation. The price of their goods and
services cannot be easily increased, yet costs are
going up relentlessly. This is in large part because
customers have shifted to a brand agnostic mindset.
With increasing frequency customers simply ignore
offers not fit for their purposes. They are quick to
switch when suppliers are not consistent and reliable.
But fitness for purpose, consistency and reliability are
not remarkable. The only brands we talk about with
our friends, families and colleagues are the ones
where a business or an individual within a business
has gone above and beyond what everyone else
would do and created a personal memory that is truly
personal and unique. Hopefully this is a uniquely
good experience because we are even more likely to
share uniquely bad experiences. 

This market reality drives organisations to invest in
‘customer experience’ to escape their
commoditisation.
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Often CX is a last resort to escape being disrupted,
digitized, or commoditised. Leaders postulate how
to wrap a highly differentiated and consistently
delivered experience around a product or service.
They hope customers will reward them with
increased share of wallet or increased price if their
CX improves. They expect removing customer pain
points will create a sustainable competitive
advantage. 

But to advance beyond postulation, leaders need to
understand that pain point removal is simply not
enough. Every organisation has specific experience
attributes. When CX practitioners map the customer
experience to understand differentiation within an
organisation, they look at these elements and try to
categorise them into either dissatisfiers (pain points
that need to be removed) or experience creators (to
be designed). Unfortunately, a disproportionate
degree of early and immature focus in CX has been
on current state experience mapping to identify pain
points. More aspirational CX improvements are
considered too expensive to design, develop and
deploy. 
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Parity is Inadequate 
  
Most CX programs only aim to deliver to the parity
of the customer’s expectations. There is no surprise
and delight.They lack clear evidence of anything to
genuinely differentiate the firm for customers relative
to its competition.
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Instead organisations need to build a CX program
based on both differentiated and excellence attributes
as depicted in Figure 1. The parity line is where
customers stop looking for reasons to reject the firm
because it does not meet their requirements or is just
one of many other firms able to do the job.  
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Zappos walks a mile for the customers
shoes 
A customer’s mother had recently had some
medical treatment that left her feet numb and
sensitive to pressure – and rendering most of
her shoes totally useless. She ordered her
mother six pairs of shoes from Zappos, hoping
that at least one of them would work. After
receiving the shoes, her mother called Zappos
to get instructions on how to return the shoes
that did not work, explaining why she was
returning so many shoes. Two days later, she
received a large bouquet of flowers from
Zappos, wishing her well and hoping that she
recovered from her treatments soon. Two days
later, the customer, her mother and her sister
were all upgraded to “Zappos VIP Members,”
which gives them all free expedited shipping on
all orders.18
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Nike Provides Fast Service for Busy Shoppers 
Nike has long been known for its customer
experience, but it is taking things to the next level at
its new New York City flagship store. The Speed
Shop allows customers to order shoes online and try
them on in store. Customers use a special entrance
to find their shoe locker, which is unlocked via
smartphone. After trying the shoes on, they can
check out on mobile without having to interact with a
person.

Above the parity line are the differentiated
attributes setting an organisation apart. Ideally
these underpin a premium price position because
the firm is considered as the market exemplar. It
is still possible to be above the parity line without
being an exemplar. Such firms are recognised for
being different to their competitors. Customers
who value this difference may pay a premium or
simply preferentially select the differentiated firm
provided they are not expensive. Without such
differentiated attributes organisations are
compelled to compete on price. 
  
Excellence attributes, consistently above the
parity line experience, are seldomly observed,
much less experienced by the customers of most
organisations. Excellence attributes are defined
as attributes that are so unique the competition
cannot rival the offer.  It is almost impossible to
do this at the product | service level and that is
why organisations invest in creating unique,
differentiated, and memorable experiences.
Arussy argues that organisations regularly make
the mistake of confusing excellence and
consistency. 

Consistency is about removing dissatisfaction,
meeting customer expectations. It is about
hygiene factors like eliminating inaccurate
invoices, ensuring uniform product quality,
standardising response timeframes. In a
consistency-driven environment, optimised
processes are emphasized and the role of
employees are de-emphasised. Consistency is
an uninteresting place to settle because
customers do not celebrate consistent
performance. 

Excellence on the other hand, is about going
above and beyond, surprising the customer,
exceeding expectations. Excellence often
requires human intervention to individualize and
humanize the interaction, demonstrating and
delivering authenticity. In excellence
environments, processes are a tool, but
employees focus more on their discretion to get
the job done and exceed expectations. 
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The focus on pain points or dissatisfier removal
effectively guarantees a below the parity line
performance. Merely meeting customers’ minimum
expectations of what the product or service is
expected to do is not enough. Firms failing to achieve
Requirements level CX can only win customers by
offering a price discounted below rivals who do meet
their minimum needs. A focus on the basic CX
elements an organisation shares with competitors will
not lead to preference. Firms only meeting Similarities
level CX are only capable of avoiding rejection. A lack
of differentiation forces customers to look for reasons
to not choose. Commonly this relates to price,
availability or awareness of complaints. Similarities do
not encourage customers to want to share experience
with others. Similarities do not create preferences or
attract price premiums. They merely prevent the firm
from being excluded from the customer’s
consideration set. 

Everything below the parity line are customer
expectations. Evolved customers recognise this as a
ticket to the game, a hygiene factor, an existence
requirement. There is nothing the customer did not
expect to experience.  It is necessary and they have
seen it offered by a competitor. The failure of many
CX practitioners to dig themselves out of the mire of
pain point removal and incremental improvement
adds to CX fatigue, threatening future resource
allocation. The alternative is excellence creation. 
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Southwest Airlines provides comfort through the
turbulence 
When Garrick, a Southwest Airlines flight attendant,
found himself in the position to help a passenger in
need, he went above and beyond the call of duty. 

Nine-year old Gabby, a type 1 diabetic, was severely
anxious about being on an airplane. Garrick, a
Southwest crew member, worked throughout the
flight to make her more comfortable, bringing her
special drinks and trying to make her laugh after he
noticed her struggling during take-off. 

When the plane hit a serious patch of turbulence, he
let her sit in the empty seat next to him, talked to her
about his daughter (the same age as Gabby), about
her pets, her school, and even let her grab his arm for
comfort. 

At the end of the flight, Garrick used the PA to tell the
whole plane that his friend Gabby had just overcome
her fear of flying, and that she deserved a round of
applause from the whole plane. “The whole plane
clapped for her,” her mother reported afterwards, “It
was a wonderful experience on Southwest. We are
forever grateful to have met such a beautiful, selfless
soul.”

Most CX practitioners certainly understand that today’s
battlefield of hyper competition is about winning
customer preference and loyalty by consistently
delivering against a differentiated experience. Unless a
customer thinks we are remarkable, we are not. The
reality for many customers is that their experience has
not changed and is less differentiated than ever. The
corporate CX model is biased towards internal work
programs, generating information, data, and systems
to inform decisioning. Activating and delivering utterly
unique customer experiences relies on empowering
the front line to go above and beyond the customers
parity line and create memories, not just complete
transactions. 
 
Across the business landscape there is not a lot of
evidence of ‘wow’ in most traditional corporate models
and customer experiences. Customer experience is a
sustainable competitive differentiator, but the focus is
often on those features that can be replicated by
competitors like price, stock availability, convenience
and self-service. By comparison, a business’s history
and interpersonal relationships between employees
and customers cannot be easily replicated or reverse
engineered.
 
It is by no means easy, but for CX investment to be
sustainable, customers as well as executive sponsors
need to see more ‘wow’ and less ‘how”. The
accountability sits with the CX team, not just to design
it, but to ensure that the organisation delivers it.     
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Fast Company co-founder William C. Taylor believes
firms should ‘stop trying to be the best, strive to be the
only’. This aspiration encourages businesses to
reconsider their automatic assumptions about
processes and customers. This gives rise to core
principles focused on striving to be the only ones doing
what they're doing instead of competing in crowded
fields. Customer do not expect us to be consistent at
every touchpoint. They want us to focus on excellence
in the moments that matter.  22
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This whitepaper is part two of a three part series. It is
an extract from Chapter 1, The Case for Change from
“LEAN CX - How to differentiate at low cost and least
risk" (De Gruyter Publishing 2021). Stay tuned for part
two in this three part series. 
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For over 20 years, Strativity Group has led hundreds of organisations around the world into a new era
of strategy, creativity and customer-centricity. We have impacted millions of customers and created
over $3B USD in commercial value. We take a disciplined, holistic approach to both design and
activation, fostering profound cultural changes that support both the journey of a customer and the
profitability of a business. 

We are expert analysts, insightful strategists, and action-oriented consultants, all focused on a single
objective: building businesses by creating new value for customers, promoting excellence in customer
interactions, and fostering a lasting commitment to exceptional customer experiences. 

George Bej is a Executive Director of Strativity Group, the world’s leading
customer experience consulting firm. He has designed and deployed
enterprise level customer experience strategies for some of APAC largest
organisations and managed customer experience improvement, customer
analytics, voice of the customer and customer-centric development programs
across a range of industries. 

Contact George today on +61 498 001 477 or email
george.bej@strativity.com.au. 
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