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As easy as ABC?
By Ralph Fernando 
Senior Managing Director: Strategy, Digital and Operations

Great customer experience, like true love, is instantly 
recognisable but frustratingly elusive. When it happens,  
it can delight, surprise, and colour how we see all others. 
Admittedly, the (already stretched) comparison ends there. Indeed, in direct contradiction 
to the view on love embraced by those philosophers of funk, the Jackson 5, great customer 

experience is as difficult as “ABC”, a function of the extent to which it is:
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Functional | Emotional: 
Customer experience comprises both  

functional (e.g. shoppable layout) and  

emotional (e.g. fun) aspects.

Listening | Responding:  
Great customer experience requires a dialogue 

of listening/observing (i.e. determining what 

customers want) and responding (i.e. providing it).

 A   ligned  

Customer experience is as much about the full purchasing journey (e.g. buying a birthday 
present) as it is about “moments of truth” or “pain points” (e.g. navigating the gifting web-
page). Getting it right requires tight alignment across the customer journey and organisation.

 B  alanced 

At the heart of great customer experience are several “dualities”, where both elements must 
be kept in balance in order to deliver a great experience: 
 

Standardisation | Adaptability: 
Standardisation is a key element of consistency  

(see below), but adaptability is a critical element  

of being more responsive and personalised.

Centrally Controlled | Locally Empowered: 
A close cousin of standardisation/adaptability, local 

empowerment plays a key role in responsiveness and 

relevance whilst central control ensures quality standards.

Organisations often focus on the functional over the emotional, on action over listening, on 
standards over adaptability, and on central control over local empowerment; balance in each 
of these areas is critical.

 C onsistent  

Customer experience is the accumulation of what customers sense, feel, think and do in their 
interactions with your organisation and brands. For consumers to consider their experience great, 
it needs to be repeatedly and consistently so. We see the sharp end of this in the F&B sector, 
where one poor experience can cause a customer to abandon the brand, potentially forever.
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The ‘gTeam’ sits at the heart of Glossier, the beauty brand. 

Delivering personal service to customers through email, social media and even FaceTime, this 
dedicated CX team ensures organisational alignment along the customer journey. For example, 
it channels customer feedback to the marketing and product development teams to drive 
customer-centred organisational change. 

The team also balances some of the key dualities we saw above: 

• The team members converse with customers as they would a friend, showing adaptability 
and embracing local empowerment in the delivery of customer experience. The classic 
example is the bride-to-be who wrote to Glossier panicked that the Haloscope highlighter 
was out of stock – a member of the gTeam messaged everyone in the office to see if anyone 
had an unopened one sitting in their make-up bags. Skip forward a few weeks, and the 
gTeam received photos of the bride on her wedding day wearing her beloved Haloscope! 

• Glossier’s packaging exemplifies how it balances the functional and emotional for the 
customer – a reusable, practical bubble wrap zip-lock bag, in the Glossier pink colour with 
stickers telling the customer “you look good!”. 

Glossier does seem to have learned its ABC; the 80% of customers that come through peer-to-
peer recommendation are a testimony to their consistency.

Example: If you have a problem... 

if no one else can help... and if you can find them...  
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What you don’t see 
is what you get.
Defining the problems that lead to poor customer service is one thing, solving 
them is quite another. How does an organisation manage the “ABC” factors above 
and deliver great customer experience? At Pragma, our 30 years of supporting 
organisations to put customers at the heart of their strategic, operational and, 
increasingly, digital decision-making has led us to focus on four tiers that, together, 
underpin customer experience and generate measurable commercial benefits. This 
is summarised in the figure above.

Commercial
Benefits 
Customer Lifetime Value
Marketing
Operations
Competition

Experience 
What do customers think, 
feel, sense and do across 
their interactions with you?

TRUE CARE enablers
How fully do you satisfy 
the eight conditions that 
enable great CX?

Delivery Engine
How well tuned are your 
operations to deliver 
TRUE CARE?

Shapers
How do the components 
of your competitive 
position shape CX?
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Sense
What a customer sees, hears, tastes, smells and 
touches (where relevant and appropriate!). 
From the smell of freshly baked bread in 
supermarkets to eye-catching window 
displays and the more recent emphasis on 
“retail experience and theatre”, this is typically 
what springs to mind first when considering 
customer experience.  

Think
The thoughts (rationalised or intuitive) that 
customers have as a consequence of their 
exposure to your organisation and brands 
(either via you or third-parties).

 
Tier 1: 
Experience

Feel
The emotional reaction and associations 
that a person has to the environment, 
situation and interaction. Some insurance 
companies have worked hard to make the 
claims process as smooth and considerate 
as possible, especially that first call which 
might be quite emotional (e.g. following a 
burglary or accident)

Do 
How they choose to act and behave.

What customers experience when they are exposed 
to your organisation and brands (either directly or 
via third-parties) is coloured by the “3Cs” of content, 
communication and context, each of which comprise:

Uncontrollable factors  
(e.g. customer mood; weather; 
competitor communications)

Controllable factors  
(e.g. product quality; own-store 
environment; clear messaging)

How customers experience the consequences of these is fourfold:

Understanding the different types of customer you serve, and the different mindsets 
they adopt when they engage directly or indirectly with you, is often the starting 
point when focusing on customer experience. From there, analysing the sense/feel/
think/do aspects along the customer journey, optimising the controllable factors 
and minimising or amplifying the impact of the uncontrollable ones, naturally follow. 
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Be at One, the cocktail bar group, is 
obsessive about balancing the functional 
and emotional elements of being in a 
cocktail bar. As an organisation, it is very 
clear about what it represents (e.g. making 
cocktails accessible to everyone) and 
focuses on removing the barriers to a fun 
cocktail bar experience (e.g. making the 
menu easy to understand; greeting people 
when they come in to eliminate “waiting 

anxiety”; ensuring that the emotional 
appeal and fun atmosphere starts at the 
bar and emanates outwards). The focus on 
customer experience addresses both the 
functional (e.g. no one wants to rest their 
arm on a wet bar) and the emotional (e.g. 
a cocktail bar should not make you feel 
stupid or uncool). 

Example:  
Emotionally stirred, not shaken
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True North 
Defining what good (True North) looks 
like can create much debate and must be 
considered in the context of the aspirations 
and commercial and operational realities 
under which the organisation operates. 
In turnaround situations, a three-phased 
“stabilise, optimise and transform” approach 
may be the most practical.

 
Tier 2: 
TRUE CARE Enablers
The alignment, balance and consistency required 
for great customer experience is enabled through 
the existence of the eight conditions of TRUE CARE:

T True North
 A shared view and focus on what 
 good customer experience looks like

R Relevance 
 Being meaningful for, and needed  
 or desired by, customers

U Understanding 
 Data and insight to inform 
 customer experience decisions

E Engagement
 Customers’ emotional involvement

C Capability & Capacity 
 The right type and level of resources

Relevance
Relevance talks directly to competitive position 
(discussed below), and particular positioning 
(how customers perceive you) and proposition 
(how you fulfil the promise of your positioning).

Understanding
Understanding requires timely, relevant data 
and its translation into meaningful insight to 
inform clear actions. In data terms, we live 
in a time of “skewed abundance” where we 

Whilst simple to list, these conditions are fraught with implementation challenges, 
and require strong leadership:. 

A Alignment
 Joined-up processes, systems, 
 structures and channels

R Relationships
 A focus on building relationships

E Empowerment 
 Ownership and permission to act
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A simple diagnosis of the extent to which your organisation exhibits 
the conditions of TRUE CARE will get you a long way to addressing the  
underlying drivers of good customer experience.

have too much of some types of data, and 
not enough of others. This brings with it the 
danger that decision-making is biased by 
what we have, rather than based on what we 
need (the decisions around online and offline  
marketing being the classic example).

Engagement
Engagement is intuitively key to customer 
experience, but it can mean very different 
things depending on sector. The intrinsic 
emotional engagement in buying a buggy 
for your first child is a nautical mile away 
from buying a packet of crisps in your local 
convenience store; this does not mean, 
however, it is meaningless as a consideration 
in the latter’s case (e.g. think of the rise in 
healthy snacking).

Capability & Capacity 
These are an obvious but inconvenient 
truth. The balance between efficiency and 
heightened experience need not be a zero 
sum game, as certain technologies come 
to the fore in both lowering cost to serve 
and enhancing service levels (e.g. note the 
increasing use of artificial intelligence and 
chat bots to provide 24/7 service).
 
 

Alignment 
The requirement for operational alignment is 
far from unique to customer experience, but 
the lack of it can find its bitter expression in 
very public ways. Traditional retailers struggle 
with managing and accounting for online 
returns through stores, and recognising the 
overall benefits and negative impacts across 
the organisation as a whole, is a very relevant 
example. 

Relationships
Relationships in the broadest sense, are relevant 
in even the most transactional environments, or 
where there is little chance of repeat purchase 
(e.g. laser eye surgery). They drive positive  
word of mouth, referrals and ultimately brand 
equity. Starbucks sells you your daily shot of 
Joe – it has 36m facebook followers. That is 
36m relationships it could nurture. For the 
younger consumer, engagement with brands 
is increasingly expected. Ignore them at your 
peril.

Empowerment
This is fundamental to good customer 
experience – staff need to be able to take 
meaningful and brand-enhancing action 
without constantly seeking approval to do so. 
This has to be empowerment in deed as well 
as word – it is no use telling people they are 
empowered, and then punishing them the first 
time they make a mistake. 
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Relevance: 
As a pioneer of premium, high-quality and 
innovative athleisure products, the brand 
has retained its relevance through a 
focus on customer-centred innovation. 
Its Whitespace team is tasked solely 
with innovation and uses prototyping, 
environmental simulation, human 
performance assessment and materials 
testing in all stages of product design 
and development. 

Engagement:
Regular in-store yoga and exercise classes 
create a sense of community amongst 
its customers, driving engagement and 
strengthening customer relationships. 

Understanding: 
Data about shoppers is collected at 
events and at other touchpoints across 
the brand’s ecosystem, using AgilOne’s 
Customer Data and Engagement Hub 
to capture and consolidate data, drive 
understanding and tailor the customer 
experience. For example, understanding 
whether a customer prefers yoga or 
running means you can target them with 
customised offers or marketing campaigns.

Empowerment: 
Shop assistants are called “educators” 
and are responsible for having authentic 
conversations with customers, an activity 
considered so important that it is included 
in their job description.

Example: At your athleisure

Lululemon, the Canadian brand, exhibits many of the conditions 
of TRUE CARE, including:
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Tier 3: 
Delivery Engine

 
Tier 4: 
Shapers 
(competitive position)

Fulfilling the TRUE CARE conditions is the role of your 
Delivery Engine, which must be designed and managed 
to achieve alignment and consistency across:

Although listed last in this paper, the shapers 
– the organisation’s competitive position and 
strategic intent - are the yardstick against which all customer 
experience choices are ultimately measured throughout the design, 
build, measure and deliver cycle of customer experience improvement.  

In practice, this will include a focus on operating and marketing standards 
(e.g. how expectations are set and met; engagement protocols), compliance to 
those standards (e.g. training; governance and performance management), a 
culture focused on the customer (e.g. responsiveness; honesty) and holistic risk 
management (e.g. mitigation plans). The opportunity here is not only to add or 
strengthen the business to address areas that are currently lacking (e.g. consistent 
brand experience), but also to eliminate wasted effort that does not contribute 
to customer experience (i.e. ruthless, customer-focused efficiency). 
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They should directly inform and parameterise the customer experience you 
offer, and do so at three levels, reflecting the 3Ps of competitive positioning:

Positioning 
The place your organisation or brands targets 
in the minds of consumers must be reflected in 
the reality of the customer experience for it to 
be valid, credible and successful. 

Performance
Your positioning and proposition should 
distinguish between those areas in which 
you must excel and beat the competition, 
and those in which you must merely meet 
threshold levels or “be competitive”.   

Proposition
The benefits of your offer (tangible and 
intangible; functional and emotional), and 
how they are accessed are the core of your 
customer experience, and the fulfilment of your 
positioning promise. This is particularly acute 
in the highly competitive food and beverage 
sector, where one failed experience can result 
in losing the customer for life.

Lush’s competitive position, embodied in  
the “3Ps”, drives its customer experience:

Positioning In the minds of the consumer, Lush 
positions itself as a vibrant, authentic and socially 
responsible cosmetics and body product brand.  

Proposition Lush’s proposition fulfils its 
positioning promise, epitomising vibrancy in 
exciting, colourful and sensory stores where 
knowledgeable and empowered staff regularly 
‘detonate’ bath bombs in front of customers, 
all documented on their online channels. The 
messaging across their store estate, as well as 
online messaging, focuses on authenticity and 

Example:  
Living a Lush life

social responsibility and their fresh, handmade 
products are sustainable and ethical, often 
without packaging.

Performance As a company, Lush taxes itself 
on its carbon footprint, takes a vocal stand on 
ethical issues and is famed for its charity pot 
scheme. All touchpoints relate back to their 
positioning, creating a totally immersive and 
coherent customer experience – as evidenced 
through their 4 million engaged Instagram 
followers.
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Commercial Benefits
Naturally, all of the activities and considerations mentioned are all for naught if the 
organisation cannot extract the benefits. These benefits can be grouped under 
four headings:

Customer Lifetime Value
 
Improvements in customer experience, when supported with an investment level 

commensurate with the potential returns, will yield a return on investment through increases 

in spend and frequency and reductions in customer churn.

Marketing
 
Good customer experience can yield improved marketing return on investment (effectiveness), 

reduce marketing costs (efficiently) and provide access to rich data which can further enhance 

proposition and potentially open up new revenue streams.

Competition
 
The competitive imperative for improving customer experience can range from driving 

differentiation (e.g. traditional electronics retailers competing against their pureplay online 

counterparts) to being a basic requirement for market participation (as we are seeing in 

grocery). Choosing not to focus on it is rarely a viable long-term option.

Operations
 

By investing in the things that matter to customers, and stripping out costs that do not, there 

is the opportunity to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of your operating model. 
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How Pragma Can Help
The process of designing, building, delivering and measuring customer experience is multi-

disciplinary, cross-functional and continuous. Pragma offers a broad range of services to 

support the design, development and sustainability of great customer experience, including:

Brand Framework 
Great CX requires clearly defined and codified 

“Shapers” – the brand’s desired positioning, 

proposition and performance. Our Brand 

Framework approach creates organisational 

clarity and alignment in these areas.

Insight, Analytics 
and Segmentation 
We help organisations define, generate  

and manage the market, competitive and  

organisational intelligence required to

deliver great customer experience, including 

understanding customer segments and 

mindsets, baselining your competitive 

position and tracking ongoing change.

TRUE CARE Diagnostic 
Our proprietary and swift end-to-end evaluation of customer experience and its 

management in your organisation will identify areas for improvement that are aligned 

with the broader strategic goals of the organisation and practical to implement.

CX Design and Optimisation 
Our experts can support you in the design, development and optimisation of your structures, 

processes, systems and capabilities to ensure a consistent delivery of excellent customer 

experience in a cost-efficient way. Our commitment to continuous improvement – embedding 

the build, measure learn approach into the organisation – will ensure these changes are long-

lasting and sustainable. 

Design Brand Framework 
Positioning & Proposition

Measure & 
Analyse

Improve & 
Control

Insight, Analytics
& Segmentation 

Segmentation & Mindsets; 
Baselining; Tracking

TRUE CARE Diagnostic 
Identifying CX strengths 

& improvement areas

Design & Optimisation 
Designing, managing & 
maintaining great CX
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Pragma is a strategic partner for operators, investors and asset owners in retail and 
consumer markets, helping them make better commercial, operational and digital 
choices and implement them sustainably.

With over 30 years of experience in more than 30 countries, we have completed over 
1,600 projects to date, successfully improving profitability for our clients.
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