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“We are looking at benchmarking feedback from people  
we’ve been customer intimate with to see whether that 
personal recognition or engagement with them has driven 
satisfaction and revenue. Traditionally we asked if they 
were satisfied with what we did; now we’ve changed the 
question to ‘How did we make you feel?’ ”



executive summary

This research was inspired by an observation during 
our research into ‘The Best of Both Worlds - Improving 
customer experience whilst increasing cost efficiency’ 
that recent developments have made it easier for firms 
to be customer intimate than ever before. This is 
a threat to all organisations’ competitive standing 
that applies to both B2B and B2C businesses.

We start the report by re-capping the work of 
Michael Treacy and Fred Wiersema’s captured in 
‘The Discipline of Market Leaders’ in which they 
define the value disciplines of Product Leadership 
(best product), Operational Excellence (best total 
cost) and Customer Intimacy (best total solution) 
and argue that for a firm to differentiate itself in 
its market it must excel in one discipline.  Firms 
with confusion around the chosen value discipline 
tend to create confused, dysfunctional operating 
models.  We develop this by showing how and 
why expectations for customer intimacy have 
increased recently.

In the final section we explore the key characteristics 
of an operating model for an organisation that is 
focussed on customer intimacy.  It is essential that 
all aspects of the operating model are addressed 
and aligned to support their chosen value discipline.  

In our conclusion we stress:

 • The importance of selecting a value discipline 

 • The need to continually improve performance 

in all value disciplines to maintain your 

competitive standing.  

 • That an organisation must design an 

operating model that enables it to excel in its 

chosen value discipline and meet the industry 

threshold in the others.

Background 

Our research project ‘The Best of Both Worlds - 
Improving customer experience while increasing cost 
efficiency’ found that industry thresholds for accepted 
levels of customer intimacy are increasing rapidly, 
largely due to technology advances. 

This should be a concern to all companies and a 
particular concern for those companies that aim 
to lead their markets using the CI value discipline. 

Organisations that focus on product leadership or 

operational excellence must ensure that they are 

at least keeping up with rising market expectations 

of customer intimacy, whilst those that have made 

customer intimacy their distinguishing feature must 

do much more or they will see their competitive 

advantage eroded.

Our report ‘The Best of Both Worlds’ asserted 

that, in accordance with the Lean philosophy, if 

you focus on delivering value you will reduce your 

costs. We found that this was true to a limited extent 

because most organisations do not understand their 

customers well enough to know what they really 

value, and so efforts to be Lean can easily have a 

negative impact on the customer experience.

This report explores current and emerging practices 

in both B2B and B2C markets to enable you to 

understand customer needs and expectations even 

down to the individual level, and offer guidance on 

translating this into improved products and services 

and better aligned operating models.

research methodology

This research is based on literature searches and 

interviews with large complex organisations that 

are focussed on CI, seeking to increase CI and/or 

seeking to balance performance across the three 

value disciplines.

We presented and refined our findings at a research 

seminar in November 2013 attended by delegates 

from a number of B2B and B2C companies from 

various industries including transportation, 

chemicals, manufacturing and hospitality.  

Anonymous quotes from this meeting are used in 

this report as illustrations.
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chapters

1. the customer intimacy (ci) 
  imperative

 • Product Leadership 

 • Operational Excellence.

 • Customer Intimacy 

2. choosing your value Discipline

Which of these statements best describes your 

customers’ expectation of your organisation?

1. Reliable, consistent, error free

2. Always deliver exactly what the 

customer needs

3. Products/services are always leading-edge 

and highly desirable

Thereafter we explored the implications of these 

fundamental client perceptions against business 

objectives and historial methodology.

case study:

GE M&CS – Managing the tensions between three 

value disciplines in a B2B environment

3. measuring ci performance

 • Measuring CI is not the same as measuring 

customer satisfaction. 

 • The challenges that many are facing in 

measuring CI

 • Recommendations

4. the adaptability/relationship 
 matrix

 • The François Habryn, Benjamin Blau and 

Gerhard Satzger of Karlsruhe Service Research 

Institute and Bernhard Kölmel of CAS AG matrix.

 • Cost implication of CI

5. miller heiman Buy-sell 
 hierarchy

 • The Robert Miller and Stephen Heiman model. 

 • The five levels of their Buy-Sell Hierarchy 

6. millward Brown Brand pyramid

 • The five levels of this pyramid ‘pyramid’ 

7. rater model

 • This tool measures customer service through 

five key areas.

8. how organisations are achieving 
 their ci

 • Today’s technology

 • Practical Help

 • Analysis of Buying Patterns

 • Facial Recognition Systems

 • Involving Customers in Product Development

 • Understanding Customer Perceptions

 • Sources of Information about Customers

 • ‘Click for live assistance’ 

 • Mobile Apps

 • Recruiting for Behaviours

 • Creating Communities and Followers

case study: 

BP Lubricants: B2B Customer Intimacy

9. Brand Building for the ci 
 organisation

Lippincott (part of Oliver Wyman) is a leading brand 

strategy and design firm that has been working with 

clients to develop their brands since 1943. At our 

workshop Justin Leahy of Lippincott looked at the 

brand as an experience that is the manifestation of CI.
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10.  aligning the organisational 
 model behind ci

 • Aligning your value discipline strategically 

and internally

 • Shaping the value discipline against the 

operating model

 • Key Characteristics of a Customer Intimate 

Organisation 

 − Management Systems 

 − Jobs/Skills/Organisation 

 − Values and Behaviours 

 − Information and IT 

 − Business Processes

case study: 

P & O Ferries – Choosing to focus on CI 

11. conclusion
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