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CUSTOMER-CENTRIC 
TRANSFORMATION: 

FIVE KEYS TO LEADING SUCCESSFUL CHANGE

Thought Leadership Series

In the age of the customer, the ability to better leverage customer insight and engage 
with newly empowered consumers is what separates the leaders from the laggards. But 

why are so many organizations so bad at it? And how can they do better?
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Executive Summary

The disruptive factors in business today are numerous, but the most important one for many organizations is the behavior 
of their customers. They quickly adopt new technologies, move between online and offline media and channels, and they 
constantly reinvent the interaction paradigm before marketers finish building the prior one. 

Organizations must deal with an ever-changing landscape while simultaneously activating their brands and engaging 
customers for the long haul. They utilize customer insights to deliver the brand experiences that their target customers 
desire, in hopes of creating competitive differentiation. This is the approach that enables successful Customer 
Relationship Marketing (CRM).  

Merkle recently completed a study on how large U.S. organizations drive value using CRM. The study looked at overall 
perceptions of CRM and explored factors that are correlated with successful execution. We were intrigued by the insight 
that often, leaders aren’t successful, even if the initiative is regarded as successful in the organization. And conversely, 
sometimes leaders find success even without effective execution of a CRM strategy. Conflicting incentives negatively 
impact success rates. 

From our study findings, together with years of experience helping brands succeed through CRM, we have identified five 
keys to successful CRM change. These keys are designed to create focus needed to align leadership and organizational 
success. They represent both the greatest struggles and the most promising opportunities for organizations. 

The Keys to Successful CRM Change

Key#1: Sponsorship • Champion the cause – How sponsorship aligns leaders, engages decision makers and goes beyond 
permission to evangelize material change.

Key#2: Customer vision • Showcase the new customer vision – How open communication brings the customer vision to 
life, makes it easy for people to understand at all levels and sets the stage for the operating changes to come.

Key#3: Target operating approach • Come to terms (with change and your cohorts) – How a new operating approach 
brings clarity to changes in decision making and day-to-day activities and helps people at all levels accept the shift. 

Key #4: Planning and financial commitments • Commit to the plan – How planning and financial commitment crystallize 
the pace for change, secure budget and P&L owner accountability, and keep everyone focused on the journey to the prize.

Key #5: Implementation and change management • Unapologetic execution – How project leadership navigates through 
challenges during implementation, sustains broad support through the hard periods, and proves the value along the way. 

The central theme is that successful change requires effective leadership. This is the subject of our executive report. 
What makes change happen and what could make it stall? Competitive advantage will be achieved by the ones who 
align their organizations – including executives, subsidiaries, departments, managers, staff and partners – to effect 
fundamental and material change quickly and unflinchingly for the benefit of their shareholders, their customers and, 
ultimately, themselves.
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Change is a constant (not a cliché).

The disruptive factors in business today are many: new technology, new competitors, lower barriers to entry, new 
business models, emerging markets, streamlined suppliers, disintermediation, reintermediation, big data deluges, 
regulators and compliance officers, an unpredictable economy, the cursed weather, fashion trends both clever and 
preposterous, and so on. 

The most important disruptor for many organizations is the behavior of their customers. There’s always something new 
and different for them to run toward – and they’re taking their cash with them. They quickly adopt new technologies, flit 
from media to media and channel to channel, and seem to constantly reinvent the interaction paradigm before we – as 
marketers – finish building the prior one. To be fair, it’s not just customers, but all of our competitors and the commercial 
world itself that constantly raise the ante, disrupt the system, and light the fires that make everyone run.

Organizations need to simultaneously assert their brands and engage customers – all while keeping pace with change. 
The best, of course, create a little change and disruption of their own along the way. Today’s brands, though, don’t rely 
on the tricks of old. They do it through insight gleaned from customer interactions – insights that deliver the brand 
experiences their target customers desire. Each interaction with a customer divulges secrets: information, insight and 
ultimately intelligence, and is irreproducible by competitors. When organizations successfully use this information, they 
can lock on to customers in an inimitable way. This is the counter-force that bridges the gap between organization and 
customer, and, thus, enables successful Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM). 

Merkle recently completed a significant study on the use of CRM to drive business value in large organizations across 
the United States. Ours was a cross-industry study looking at perceptions of CRM and which factors are correlated with 

successful CRM execution. The organizations were divided 
equally among customer centric, product centric and channel 
centric. According to our study, besides product, segmentation 
(35%), customer insight (33%) and brand (32%) were the next 
top-three value generators. The executives surveyed still had 
their eyes on the mainstays of successful CRM, with acquisition 
(46%), retention (35%), and expanding revenue among existing 
clients (34%) as their top priorities.
 
High-growth organizations (greatest revenue AND profit growth 
rates relative to industry peers) – and presumably successful 
movers in the market – also believe that CRM is a strategic 
enabler. High-growth organizations were nearly 50% more 
likely to see CRM as a critical way of life than low-growth 
organizations. The inverse was true where nearly 50% more low-

growth organizations viewed CRM as a rational important management tool.

Successful change requires leadership. Think about it: the act of leadership is when someone leads a group of people 
somewhere new and those people follow. A leader gets people to do something different. A failure to change is a failure 
in leadership.

Figure 1

Senior Management Attitude on CRM



DAVE PAULUS   |    E XECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT   |    DPAULUS@MERKLEINC.COM 
1 .877.9MERKLE   |    MERKLEINC.COM   |    © 2014 MERKLE INC.

Five Keys to Leading Successful Change

5

A leader leads from the front. 
By definition, not leading makes you a follower or a bystander whether you’re a manager or individual contributor. 
Those are useful designations and the teams of people who do those things are critical to success. But if we want to 
flesh out what makes successful leaders, be they market leaders as organizations or executive leaders as individuals, 
we must understand what makes change successful.

This is the subject of our executive report. What makes change happen and what doesn’t? Why do some 
organizations and their executives excel at aligning people to do something different? The answers to these 
questions hold a unique power for the executives who understand the extent of their significance. Let others rack 
their brains on the latest internet social sensation or mobile application. The real victors will be the ones who align 
their organizations – including executives, subsidiaries, departments, managers, staff and partners – to effect 
fundamental and material change quickly and unflinchingly for the benefit of their shareholders, their customers 
and, ultimately, themselves. 

Why this study? Why now?
While there is no shortage of studies and perspectives, commenting on the latest shiny new object being offered 
or reflecting on consumer sentiments, few actually dig into the core of how successful (and not-so-successful) 
organizations achieve material change with their CRM strategies. Capabilities come and go with the wind; change 
is fundamental to how organizations win. And organizations that win always have leaders that take them there. 
Leadership, after all, is leading a group somewhere new. Leadership is change.

This is the tough stuff. We wanted to know what works, even if it was unpleasant, complicated, or worse.
In the first half of 2013, Merkle launched a comprehensive survey of more than 350 leaders within large US 
enterprises to discover what makes change succeed or fail. In addition to asking them tough questions, we further 
segmented the respondents by their financials to identify high-growth vs. low-growth organizations as a likely 
indicator for winners and laggards. We also asked them to self-identify as to how close they were to the ideal of 
CRM, in other words, whether or not they were doing a good job implementing a customer-centric business strategy, 
in their own opinion. Both of these cuts gave us a window into what drove successful change. 

Attributes of the surveyed population include:

For a deep dive into demographics of this survey and some deeper analysis and data cuts (some of which are pretty interesting in their own 
right) check out the appendix at merkleinc.com/transformation

352 responses
completed and analyzed in 

1H 2013

Cross-industry sample
spanning banking, insurance, travel, 

media, entertainment, communications, 
retail, and high-tech

>50% are C-level
or above; all are AVP+

Broad representation
across Sales, Operations, Marketing, 

Finance and IT

US $1 billion
in revenue and higher, with 

about a quarter > $50 B

Evenly split
between b-to-b and b-to-c 

(25%+ are both)
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The New Facts About CRM 
It’s no surprise that high-growth organizations are better at CRM than low-growth organizations. The 
details, though, lie in insight, talent and leadership. 

It’s not hard to make the case that a sustained focus on customers and segments, from strategy through execution, drives 
profitable growth. Resultant benefits include more market pricing power; increased market share; greater share of wallet; 
lower unwanted attrition; service cost alignment to customer value; more effective media buys; and better prioritization 
in new product development.

Like many, we have long believed CRM to be one of – if not the – most dominant and preeminent drivers for business 
success. CRM is how organizations use customer information to identify, engage, sell to, serve and retain customers. 
Done well, organizations engage and transact with customers based upon their value to deliver superior customer 
interactions that improve financial results, create competitive advantage, and drive shareholder value.

In our view, it is pursued across marketing, sales, service, product, media and channel teams. It is a business discipline 
and not an application, database or specific campaign. It doesn’t come in a box. Instead, it is foundational and material 
to the organization. Its practices, beliefs and influence are felt in leadership, people, processes, systems, and ultimately 
customer outcomes.

Top revenue and profit growth organizations have high-performing 
CRM capabilities.
Through extensive evidence from past analyses, intelligence from countless client 
engagements, and the input of some of the brightest customer-focused minds we’ve 
met within the industry, we defined six core business capabilities that are essential 
for optimal CRM. We put these to the test with our executive survey. 

We found that high-growth organizations (again, comprised of those with the most 
revenue growth AND profitability growth) were twice as likely as low-growth 
organizations to perform these capabilities at levels well above average. Taken 
one by one, each capability sheds light on a difference within top and low-growth 
organizations:

 f Information: 2x better at managing a comprehensive view of their customers. 
 f Insights: 2x better at understanding, identifying and managing customers 
based upon their value. Here, the low-growth organizations were the furthest 
along with 28% performing at this level; but still behind the high-growth 
organizations coming in at 50%.

 f Optimization: 2x better at allocating resources to optimize long-term customer 
value.

 f Targeting: 2+x better at customizing and personalizing customer interactions.
 f Measurement: 3x better at understanding the incremental impact of each marketing activity.
 f Agility: 3x better at responding to changes in customer, competitor or marketplace conditions faster than their 
competitors. Agility had the largest absolute differences, with top beating low-growth organizations by 29 points.

 
Further, in comparing performance among the best level, high-growth organizations beat low-growth organizations by 
a stunning six times overall, with the greatest gap being “customize and personalize customer interactions,” where the 

figure 2

Organizational Capability Level
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difference was 16x. The smallest gap was with “manage a comprehensive view of customers,” with a 4x multiple, perhaps 
suggesting that many organizations are working toward their data foundation as a first step.

High-growth organizations have superior customer analytics. 
Our executive survey focused on how organizations use customer information to identify, engage, sell to, serve and retain 
customers. The customer analytics function therefore becomes the fact-producing engine behind good CRM operations, 
turning the data deluge into insights, which inform actionable prescriptions for management and front-line teams. 
While monetizing customer analytics competencies is a challenge at first, over time and as the organization matures in 
its use, these analytic groups bring substantially more value to the organization. We see high levels of satisfaction among 
both high-growth organizations and also those who are very sophisticated in their use of CRM. 

More often than not (55%), respondents cited having a centralized customer analytics function that served all 
business functions and units. Marketing was the most popular department to host the centralized customer analytics 
function (39% of all respondents). Other analytics owners included IT (24%), finance (23%) and operations (21%). 
When comparing top and lower-growth organizations, the level of satisfaction each had with their customer analytics 
wasn’t even close. Overall high-growth organizations were over twice as satisfied with their analytics functions (50% 
versus 20% of very satisfied and delighted respondents), and each sub-category of satisfaction (e.g., business acumen, 
innovation, quality, service mindset, and speed) had similar results.

When comparing organizations that are very far along versus those in their early stages of CRM adoption, the differences 
were even more striking. Mature CRM organizations were nine times more likely to be delighted with their overall 
customer analytics services (60% versus 7%) and seven to nine times more delighted across the other five dimensions in 
our scorecard. Clearly, this shows that more experienced analysts are better able to serve more sophisticated stakeholders 
who recognize great opportunities when they see them.

Percentage of respondents delighted with centralized analytics: Higher Growth versus Lower Growth

figure 3
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High-growth organizations have the top CRM talent.
In the dimensions of talent that we surveyed such as collaboration, decision-making, evaluating skills and challenging 
the status quo, high-growth organizations emphasized that their talent was above average (3x) and among the best 
anywhere (5x) more than the lower-growth organizations.

In individual categories, similar results were found between top and lower-growth 
organizations:

 f 2.9x better at collaborating with employees outside of their department for the 
benefit of customers.

 f 2.1x better at analyzing, deciding and acting upon decisions related to 
customers.

 f 2.5x better at predicting and preparing for the future by proactively evaluating 
trade-offs.

 f 1.9x better at challenging the status quo to create new opportunities and 
business outcomes.

It’s not difficult to see how success begets success on the talent side of the equation. 
CRM drives growth, which then creates opportunities for individual advancement 
and an appetite within the organization for more top talent. And top talent seeks out 
organizations with the greatest opportunities for their advancement. That talent then 
uses CRM to drive further growth. 

As this cycle repeats, the talent base grows stronger. Conversely, if lower-growth 
organizations don’t value or encourage good CRM talent, they will attract fewer 
capable people, develop even fewer, and ultimately have less top talent and low 
growth.

figure 4

Top Talent Capability Level
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New Take on Barriers
A weak correlation between organizational success and leadership career advancement sheds light on 
underlying organizational dynamics.

Success rates are still too low; it’s a leadership breakdown.
The executives in our survey reported that driving an enterprise-wide CRM change 
initiative is a team effort in the c-suite. Very rarely does an executive single-
handedly drive substantial change. Only when the business value is unclear does 
an individual executive make the call, and then it’s typically the CEO. More often, 
change is driven by a team of executives that most commonly includes marketing 
but is partnered with leaders from service, channel and/or IT leadership.

Over the years, the majority of attempts to make effective CRM changes have 
fallen short of targets. Today, only about half of CRM changes are considered 
generally successful, with the other half bearing little to no success. Insignificant 
improvements since 2004 are not enough to celebrate.

We could presume that the early failures of many CRM initiatives have set the bar 
too low, establishing mediocre results as acceptable outcomes. Complete success 
should be the target. Simply being ‘good enough’ or avoiding failure does not count 
as a victory. As we analyzed the reasons for failure cited in our executive survey, 
we observed that the obstacles really aren’t insurmountable issues, particularly in 
organizations with the resources to address them. 

figure 5 

Improvement in CRM Initiative 
Success Rates, 2004 - 2013

Challenges to CRM based upon overall maturity

figure 6



Customer-Centric Transformation

10

Looking at the organizations furthest away from their ideal state, who also over-index to lower growth and, presumably, 
are those most plagued by their challenges, we see a trend in leadership breakdowns. The top three challenges point to 
lack of clear organization ownership of customer insight (53%); management bandwidth and priorities (43%); and lack of 
executive sponsorship (38%). 

Those organizations approaching the ideal state, who also over-index to top performers, have a more positive outlook 
overall, and more often cite operational and tactical issues, such as lack of understanding on how to use customer insight 
to improve their business (19%), lack of integrated customer data (17%), and lack of the right technology skills or that 
CRM is not an IT priority (16%). If laggards struggle more with leadership and winners struggle less overall (but with 
tactics when they do), we begin to see who the managers are versus who the leaders are. Leaders drive change from the 
front while managers can’t get the organization to move. 

A deeper look into the results revealed insights about the actual impact of the change initiatives on multiple dimensions. 
We analyzed the correlation between what the organization recognized as a success and how it helped people in 
leadership roles to advance in their careers. After all, if successful CRM requires an aligned organization, then 
wouldn’t the individual incentives for advancement be tied to that success? We found that the correlation between career 
advancement for initiative leaders and the organization’s affirmation of initiative success is surprisingly weak. Is this the 
crux of CRM failure? The weak spot that drives mediocre success rates? 

This gap can be illustrated by what we call the ‘executive dilemma.’ Change requires coordinating executives and 
departments and having them work as a team toward common goals. Even if the organization had unanimous agreement 
on the overall value, individual executives may be better off focusing on their own group’s KPIs. They may occupy 
themselves with short-term wins or pet projects that distract focus and consume resources. Or they may simply want to 
remain in their own comfort zone, focusing on what they can control. They may talk of working together, but after the 
meeting is done these executives go back to their own priorities and interests.
 

Correlation of Initiative Success and Leader Career Impact

figure 7
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It would be easy to fall back on the adage that organizations often succeed despite weak leaders and strong leaders 
sometimes shine despite failing to deliver. But it happens far too much to chalk it up to coincidence. Leaders know 
that self-interest often rules the day, and that incentives and recognition often drive action more powerfully than any 
enterprise mandate or mantra.

If the connection to career advancement is a powerful indicator of CRM success, and logically it would seem so, then it 
would be important to understand what the organizations that created win-win outcomes did, versus the ones who lost 
on both counts (with those having mixed successes put aside). Even without understanding all of the underlying human 
dynamics, it is very valuable to know what they did and what they prioritized that made them winners. The results 
showed that win-wins (those where both the organization and the individual succeeded) performed all 18 of our practices 
of success to a substantially greater degree than lose-loses. Essentially, organizations in the lose-lose scenario settled 
for good enough while those in the win-win pushed harder and pursued their change with higher standards. Here at last, 
the devil is in the details. It’s not sufficient to check the box or give lip service to the activities as you undertake your 
CRM change initiative. Not only does the organization need to complete the steps, they must do them with rigor and 
enthusiasm. 

After all, leadership is change. Change takes leadership. What do leaders have to do right?
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The Keys to Successful CRM Change
The good news: Our research and insight divulges the ‘how to’ of successful change. The bad news: 
None of it is easy.

In our research we presented respondents with 18 different CRM success 
drivers and asked them to cite to what extent they performed or pursued the 
particular success driver. We then isolated the win-win (where organizational 
success and individual success occurred) and the lose-lose to understand what 
worked and what didn’t. 

The 18 success drivers gave us the basis for five areas to CRM success, which 
were categorically: 

1. Sponsorship 

2. Customer vision

3. Target operating approach

4. Planning and financial commitments

5. Implementation and change management

In aggregate, the win-win approach respondents utilized to a high or great 
extent the CRM change success factors 65% of the time over the lose-lose 
group who only utilized them 26% of the time, or nearly 3X more. The lose-
lose struggled to get to average, while win-win used better than average effort 
more than 80% of the time. figure 8

Effort applied to key approach steps 
were undertaken during the initiative

The Five Keys to Successful CRM Change

figure 9
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These five areas are the basis for the five keys to successful CRM change formed from our study findings, together with 
years of experience helping brands succeed through CRM. This is not an exhaustive catalog of every change practice, but 
instead is focused on the few key areas that represent both the greatest struggles and most promising opportunities for 
organizations.  

Key#1 • Sponsorship: Champion the cause
How sponsorship aligns leaders, engages decision makers and goes beyond 
permission to evangelize material change.

Sponsorship and leadership alignment are where the win-win organizations excel and the lose-
lose struggle the most. In our research, the win-win group performed these activities to a much 
larger degree than the lose-lose group: clear and persistent executive-level sponsorship; focus on 
a major, high-profile business need; and executive leadership steering committee.

The most important drivers for sponsorship are materiality and engagement. If the value is small or the change is not big 
enough or meaningful enough to the organization, it’s not going to be for the top executives either. Secondly, good leaders 
delegate for sure, but they must remain actively and energetically committed to and engaged in the project to achieve 
alignment and ensure its success. 

Materiality: Feed the need for significance.
The opportunity must be significant enough in its scale and, especially, 
business impact in order to garner the support and engagement of the senior 
leaders. For example, this change will move our stock price. CRM is not 
a database, an application, a campaign or some other like tactic. Does or 
should a CEO be daily engaged in a data warehouse project? Probably not. 

The change must be presented with broad facing and fundamental business 
impact that will change how the organization interacts or delivers to and for 
customers. The CRM change will be stated in terms that describe persuasive 
and meaningful business transformation e.g., “we are going to become 
our customers’ most trusted financial advisors” or “we are going to apply 
customer insight into every customer interaction.” 

The benefits need to be clear and quantifiable, either to solve an issue that is 
limiting growth or capitalize on a new insight to leapfrog competitors. This 
is vastly different from testing a new marketing program, buying a campaign 
management tool or building some reports. 

Perhaps more genuine indicators of materiality are whether the change moves the organization’s marketplace pricing 
power; whether it severely disrupts the competitor set; whether it fundamentally transforms how customers interact; 
whether it has a sea-change effect in revenue, margin or stock price; or whether it requires large populations of managers 
and employees to do things differently.

At the least, the scale must be enough to capture attention. In much the same way price signals quality, the level of 
investment, or crudely the ‘price tag,’ is likely an indicator of materiality. Is a million-dollar project going to move a 
multi-billion dollar organization? Doubtful. Keep in mind that an initial low price tag may simply be the ante, or even 
wishful thinking. 

figure 10

#1: Sponsorship: Champion the 
cause
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Permission does not equal sponsorship.
Does this feel familiar at all? A unit or functional leader makes a pitch to the CEO or other senior executive for a CRM 
change. The Chief gladly agrees: “Sure, report back to me when it is done and let me know how it went.”

Fail.

Permission is simply not sponsorship. Permission is passive, unengaged, and sometimes even dismissive. Sponsorship 
is active, engaged, supportive and enthusiastic. Most importantly, it supports alignment, meaning it drives the people 
who must work together to work together in ways that drive the core objectives while also enabling these individuals 
(departments, people) to succeed individually. The team driving day-to-day performance is responsible for success; but 
accountability lies squarely with the sponsor, whether it’s the CEO or a direct report. Levels below this can sponsor 
change but of a much narrower scale and probably contained within the personal scope of their role.
What does good sponsorship look like?  

The sponsoring executive:
 f Takes accountability for the initiative, takes pride in its successes and owns up to its failures.
 f Requires updates from the team leaders frequently, and reviews with genuine interest and urgency.
 f Asks not only about how it is going from people working on the initiative, but also from people who are affected by 
the initiative.

 f Readily sets priorities and clears away distractions. This requires understanding the entire project portfolio and 
ensuring that people stay focused on the main goal, versus the pet projects that distract from the big win.

 f Makes it a mandate, and if smart, doesn’t make everything and all minutia a mandate all the time.
 f Keeps his or her advocacy for the project a public and visible act for the organization to see.
 f Makes sure the initiative stays on the agenda.

Counter this with inadequate sponsorship, or mere permission. In these cases, the executive often:
 f Simply writes the check.
 f Joins the kick-off and then just listens in for quarterly updates.
 f Neither celebrates its success nor laments its failure.
 f Doesn’t work to clear distractions, solve disputes or make decisions.
 f Doesn’t insist that the organization actively engage in the change, permitting them to opt out.

One executive responded with a story about his CEO, who told the respondent that he would be “the decisive change 
agent for CRM within the organization.” The executive then went to task building a transformative program, planning 
fundamental changes that would truly transform the organization toward a customer-centric business model. When 
he finally released his plans and insisted that the groups begin the transformation, he was largely ignored. The CEO’s 
instruction resembled nothing like sponsorship, in fact, the executive had no support at all. He disappointedly moved on 
from the organization, having spent a fruitless year of hard work to ultimately accomplish nothing.
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Key#2 • Customer vision: Showcase the new 
customer vision
How communication brings the customer vision to life, makes it easy for people to 
understand at all levels and sets the stage for the operating changes to come.

Our experience shows us that it’s easier to talk about changes to others rather than about 
changes to ourselves. In particular, as typically no single group owns the customer experience, the showcase allows team 
members and managers to see how the proposed changes would bring more value to the customer and thusly more value 
to the organization when adopted. By separating how insight enables better customer experiences from how it is actually 
done, we minimize objections that are more rooted in a fear of changing day-to-day activities or management authorities.

In order to convince the broader population – and often key leaders – of the value of CRM, it is vital to showcase (versus 
‘use case’) how interactions with customers need to change and why it’s valuable. Building the customer experience is 
often done from the outside-in, meaning that you imagine what the customer experiences with the organization are like 
from the customers’ point of view. The experiences are meant to drive satisfaction, increase ease of purchasing, entice 
more spending, build loyalty and advocacy, make new sales, change customer behavior, and so forth. 

Customer interaction needs to transcend an intellectual or analytical conversation and become an emotional one. 
Few people have made a persuasive case using a process swim lane chart, where one customer-facing function works 
totally separate from another. Frankly, they’re boring, dismissible and communicate little about what the customer will 
experience. Your showcase team needs a combination of business acumen, analytics and creative talent, all acting in a 
consultative fashion to the organization.

Set the stage.
While the showcase is an excellent way to communicate and drive excitement, 
it is dependent upon rigorous business analysis. This analysis should be based 
in large part on how to enhance customer engagement, at both the segment 
and individual level with better insight. Without such analysis, it runs the risk 
of being viewed as a ‘fluff’ piece bringing little to no value - a clever narrative 
that doesn’t do much. 

In practice, it should be based upon customer experience design tools that 
also support business requirements. If it fails to do this, extra steps will be 
needed and the excitement from the showcase can diminish as a secondary 
requirements exercise is completed. There’s a large portfolio of analysis and 
planning techniques that are associated with customer experience design and 
all of them have specific value. Some of them include:

 f Use cases 
 f Customer experience workshops, secondary analysis and primary 
research

 f Customer interaction and journey mapping
 f Moment of truth and point of pain analysis

figure 11

#2: Customer Vision: Showcase the 
desired customer vision
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All of these techniques have proven value and typically require experienced specialists to perform them properly and 
ensure that have the intended organizational and downstream impacts.

Showcase showtime! Generate excitement and advocacy.
A great showcase is typically manifested in a creative project that viscerally shows what the new customer experience 
will be while also highlighting what’s not working. It won’t necessarily show the entire experience or be representative 
of everything that will change, but it will find a key pivotal moment that clearly shows how the transformation will affect 
daily business. It is a tool to build clarity, excitement, advocacy and understanding. The showcase helps create a rallying 
cry for the change. Showcase formats could include:

 f Videos of customer experiences, complete with acted out scenarios and real-life situations
 f Visual displays that might show key interaction points, such as sample campaign collateral or interaction scripts
 f Comic strips or ‘day in the life’ type renderings showing customers acting in their environment
 f Pilots and demos with hands-on experiences

One insurer built an internal interactive campaign for frontline professionals that showed how different customer 
segments had different needs. It highlighted how personalizing the customer experience, if only at the segment level, 
would transform the customer experience to increase close rates as they launched their new direct-to-consumer business. 
Every employee participated and received informative take-away collateral that became a real symbol that things were 
changing and a persistent reminder of how they needed to behave differently.

A health plan company had a mess of an on-boarding process that involved countless pages of dry, often repetitive forms, 
with policy details that drove customers either to frustration or apathy toward the organization. The future customer 
experience for joining would be crisp, lively and easy. The organization would set up a ‘customer experience showcase’ 
that would feature exhibits of both the bad experiences and the new improved ones. One exhibit was the ‘pit of paper’ 
showing a waterfall of old forms spewing into a desperate pit of paperwork!

Showcases highlight negative examples too. One clever team from a telecommunications company mystery shopped 
through their call center and a competitor’s to show differences in the customer experience. They produced a video 
of a bad sales call that took many transfers, multiple hold times, and forty-five minutes of pain-inducing reality as the 
customer was routinely sent from agent to agent and then back on hold. In contrast, their competitors were able to quickly 
and efficiently handle the same set of inquires 80% faster. When the executives were shown their own dismal sales 
experience, they slunk down in their chairs embarrassed. Of course, this became a powerful rallying point; they instantly 
agreed that change was needed and committed to a new path. Resistance simply melted away. 

Key#3 • Target operating approach: Come to terms  
(with change and your cohorts)
How a new operating approach brings clarity to changes in decision making and 
day-to-day activities and helps people at all levels accept that they’re going to have 
to master new tools and ways to succeed. 

By ‘coming to terms’ we mean in two things. First, it is simply about accepting that things 
are going to be different and that people will need to adapt for continued success. Second and 
perhaps even more challenging, it is about negotiating changes to the span of authority and 
incentives tied to performance. 
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The main point here, beyond the design, is to send the message to employees 
that the change is really going to happen and to make it 100% clear that they 
cannot avoid it. This can be excruciating for many, especially if they’ve been 
successful doing something one way for a long time. 

In our research, the win-win group actively pursued these many design and 
capability planning activities to a larger degree than the lose-lose group, 
including:  adjustments to incentives and metrics; changes to work groups or 
organizational structure (e.g., segment managers); updated business processes 
including training and/or automation; deployment of new applications (e.g., 
campaign management, analytics); enhancements to existing applications 
(e.g., channel systems); objective assessment and benchmarking; and new or 
expanded data capabilities.

Choose clarity over certainty. 
This phase is about clarity rather than the certainty of minutia. Clarity drives 
progress while certainty is a tollgate and is virtually unattainable in complex 
ecosystems. It’s about understanding new target architectures - solution, data, 
process, organization and more. Early on, you don’t need to be focused on 
generating detailed business and system requirements. Instead, you should 
use the business analysis supporting your showcase to frame a big picture view of how the major activities need to come 
together. It helps to have a leading practice reference model such as Merkle Connected CRM™ to ensure you cover all of 
the required parts of the new operating approach. 

For example, it includes:
 f Enterprise segmentation that supports customer strategy and forms the basis for planning based on customer value 
metrics. 

 f A strong financial management competency that utilizes measurement and attribution techniques to enable media 
and channel budget application. 

 f An integrated targeting and customization competency that supports media and channel planning for personalized 
experience delivery.

 f Infrastructure that enables an enterprise CRM approach encompasses the data, systems, tools and technologies 
required for ongoing management and execution. 

 f Organization that spans leadership and management decision rights, workgroups and how they collaborate, and 
empowered top talent with the right incentives. 

Determining what the organization has to add or change must align with the unchallenged agreement that comes out of 
designing the new operating approach. This is where the key actors in the change must ‘come to terms’ that the change 
is real. It is part design and part consensus building. For example, an activity previously done by the channel team 
might now be done by a segment management group. New reporting structures might be introduced. P&L responsibility 
may shift. Day-to-day work might be automated. Accountabilities may move among marketing, sales, service, product, 
segment managers or channel/media owners.

If your vision is only about technology or data, it’s incomplete and risky. Over 60% of winners put a lot of effort into 
these activities across the board. It’s hard work but it’s easier to do before you’re in the middle of a change program or 
dealing with a solution in the process of being rejected by the organization. It’s OK if some topics are uncomfortable. 

figure 12

#3: Target operating approach: Come 
to terms (with change and your 
cohorts)
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But, if you’re avoiding a topic, you have a problem. You need to expose any breakdowns in alignment on the vision and 
underlying hidden assumptions.

Assign decision rights, not decision rites.  
While not all, many large organizations employ a matrix-based management approach. Matrices balance multiple, ideally 
complementary objectives by allocating decision rights throughout the organization. Most organizations have well 
entrenched ways of viewing their business with executive and individual performance incentives tied to their results. If 
you don’t use a matrix-based approach, then skip forward.

In a matrix model, the organization must decide what role customer centricity plays in how they run their businesses. 
Essentially, where does customer-centricity fall in the decision making hierarchy and who gets to decide what? Do 
channel teams become service providers to segment teams? Do segment teams merely advise channel teams on how to 
refine their approach? Financially, who owns the P&L? Who is a cost center?  

How leadership reallocates decision rights and performance incentives to fit the new operating approach will be one 
of your biggest challenges and most likely a source of unwanted drama. Understand, business-as-usual eats change for 
lunch without clarity and alignment in the operating approach. Leaders need to help others see how they can succeed and 
grow under the new model. As we noted above, this part is going to be a negotiation to come to terms especially with the 
more senior executives.

Key #4 • Planning and financial commitments: 
Commit to the plan
How planning and financial commitment crystallizes the pace for change, secures 
budget and P&L owner accountability, and keeps everyone focused on the journey 
to the prize.

This key applies more at the executive leadership and senior management levels in the 
organization. The heart of the matter is that the people in the organization need to agree to 

deliver new customer experiences and how the organization needs to be, and then do something about it. We’ve all been 
in meetings where grand ideas are described, everyone feels good and, when we leave, nothing happens. What’s missing 
is measureable commitment to change, something that we can apply resources against, track investments and measure 
subsequent impact. Marketers are used to testing and measuring. It’s the same concept only on a much grander scale. 

In our research, the win-win group performed these activities to a much larger degree than the lose-lose group: a multi-
period implementation road map; a business case that described the benefits and investments; and financial commitments 
from operating budget holders.

The business case is the agreement.
Not a spreadsheet or slide presentation, the business case or funding case is the promise of a benefit based upon the 
availability of resources. It’s only really meaningful when the executives who have to deliver on the benefit take 
ownership of the commitment. Nobody else can make that commitment. Simply assigning a target value in a spreadsheet 
does not create a commitment on the part of the budget holder to deliver. 
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Our research and experience tells us that committing to the business outcomes 
is a significant predictor of success. Undoubtedly, this helped eliminate 
distractions for these executives and is an indicator of their concurrence with 
the strategy. Leaders need to work with budget holders to help attach value to 
the changes described in the customer vision and operating approach. Ideally, 
these change and value discussions should happen concurrently so that budget 
holder input can help sharpen the vision and prioritize the rollout. You need 
to agree on the metrics, find the baseline and get comfortable with the impact 
either through benchmarks or business analysis. If the stakes are high enough, 
this could be combined with an operating pilot.

The business case should be allocated to individual projects wherever possible 
to enable effective tracking of the business impact through a value realization 
plan. This is a formal way of handling benefits realization management so 
that you confirm benefits as they occur and be able to monitor real outcomes. 
If some parts of the effort are not giving desired results, you want to be in 
a position to understand what’s happening and take corrective actions. This 
could be adjustments to the plan or other management interventions in the 
business-as-usual environment.

Find the right cadence of change.
If you want to move slowly and cautiously, reflect that in your plan. This stage is largely about making commitments 
to the pace of change and the pace of investment. These have to match with the organization’s ability to handle change 
and risk. Build a plan that considers your investment capital and true appetite for change. It should be crystal clear 
at what points the organization will be under strain, precisely when business benefits can be harvested, and when 
key expenditures will happen. Keep in mind the biggest investments in money and time are typically up front when 
foundational changes are being made.

Consider what is already underway, consolidate, and rationalize accordingly. You will probably find that there are already 
several related projects in your organization that could be assimilated into the bigger change plan. Don’t obsess over 
what might happen in a project plan a year from now; this is a distraction. Our experience shows that over-delivering on 
a plan in out years impedes success. Instead, keep the big picture with major timelines right and handle detailed planning 
within the period. Lastly, the change and milestone planning should be set to maintain enthusiasm and energy toward the 
project.

One technology company was just finishing what seemed to be a successful ‘come to terms’ meeting. Everybody was 
nodding along with the change, had gone as far as to sign a giant poster as a ‘contract,’ and even seemed chipper with 
the results of this important milestone. The CEO, though, had one last surprise. He announced that he would hire a film 
documentarian to come in and film at key points in the change to chronicle the change. The room fell silent as the group 
of executives seemed to turn white with fear. One executive finally broke the silence and asked: “You mean we are really 
going to do this?” It was only with this realization that the real discussions could finally commence.

figure 13

#4: Planning and financial 
commitments: Commit to the plan
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Key #5 • Implementation and change management: 
Unapologetic execution
How project leadership navigates through issues and distractions during 
implementation, sustains broad support through the hard periods, and proves the 
value along the way.

With all preparation and planning complete, it is now time to actually make the changes. The 
goal is business success here, which unfortunately some mistake for milestone success. Hitting milestones is great, but 
your objective is to create business value, not just complete tasks. The other key goal is to make the change on-scope, 
on-budget and on-time. This will require making trade-offs and handling issues along the way. Our advice is simple - be 
unapologetic about dealing with challenges whether individual people, conflicting priorities, or schedules to name a few. 
It’s the results that matter in execution.

In our research, the win-win group performed these activities to a much larger degree than the lose-lose group: 
milestones and regular progress reports; internal communication plan to keep impacted stakeholders abreast of progress; 
and operational pilot.

Don’t debate strategy during execution.
If a condition or underlying assumption has truly changed, then bring it back 
to the team that built the vision and the plan. Likely, they will reinforce that 
the vision is still valid and remove the problem rather than alter the approach. 
Otherwise, once the decision has been made, it’s time to march onwards. 
Good execution is a focused discipline that ensures transparency (good and 
bad), mitigates obstacles/risk and avoids distraction. It takes you through the 
project milestones that collectively produce business outcomes. It’s also not 
time for somebody who didn’t win the day during planning to try and again 
assert their preferred strategy now. Because things will come up though, it is 
perfectly legit to finesse the execution plan, letting up a bit if it is too harried, 
speeding things up that are taking too long.

Keep all eyes on the prize.
You’ll want a regular communication to the organization that shows progress 
in order to sustain interest and focus. Early on, celebrating quick wins 
help people see progress while also producing benefits that help fund the 
initiatives. Additionally, as your organization will likely have transitional 
periods where the old way isn’t quite gone and the new way isn’t quite here. 
These can be frustrating for your teams as they may have to do extra work. If they lose sight of the outcome and focus on 
the current transitional state, dissent could arise in the form of “this isn’t what you promised.” Reminding people of the 
end state and the timeline will help put current inconveniences into perspective.

The communication will take different forms for executives and impacted stakeholders. Ultimately, it’s about continued 
engagement. Surprisingly, this is one area that is mostly quickly cut out of the plan to save investment resources. Our 
research and experience showed us that this is a mistake. The win-win segment did this to a large degree over 2.5x more 
than the low-low segment which struggled to get to average half of the time. Clearly, the successful leaders see the value.

figure 14

#5: Implementation and change 
management: Unapologetic execution
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Make it a job not just a role.
If this sounds like a lot of work, then you have probably been reading carefully and got the point. It may be tempting to 
ask one of your executives or managers to play a key role in driving the change execution in addition to their day job. 
This half-way tactic is a recipe for problems as managing complex change requires monitoring and adjusting an array of 
complex, inter-related work stream. It’s better to make it a formal job staffed with qualified people with the resources and 
authority.

When leaders don’t have the time or help to do this properly, they are forced into problem resolution management mode 
fighting the fires closest to their feet whether in their day job or the change program.  They can only handle breakdowns 
after they have happened rather than being able to stem them off proactively. Additionally, as a side project, it puts them 
in an uncomfortable position requiring that peers or even higher ranking executives comply with a plan that may conflict 
with their day jobs and priorities.

There. If you’ve followed everything that the win-winners do you should be all set. Was it easy?  Not likely. Get some 
help. Everybody needs it.
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What’s Next? Get a reality check. 
For a quick assessment of your own position on the CRM change continuum, take a few minutes to answer the following 
questions. How prepared is your organization to change?  If your initial ‘gut check’ yields less-than-perfect results, 
consider it good reason to launch a larger, more formal inquiry into your organization’s ability to lead and change. 

#1: Is CRM a strategic ‘way of life’ or is it a tactical, useful tool?
Which is it? It is a strategic ‘way of life’ for high growth and ‘near ideal’ organizations.

#2: What do you think of your insight and your talent?
High-growth organizations were more satisfied with their analytics program and the level of their CRM talent. If you 
had to rate yours based on your gut-check level of satisfaction, what would it be?

#3: How’s that leadership working for you?
Or more specifically, when you look at your largest challenges to CRM change, are they characterized by lack of 
leadership like the lower growth organizations surveyed (e.g., lack of ownership, mixed priorities, executive sponsorship, 
etc.) or are you dealing with the tactical issues of high-growth organizations, such as data integration?

#4: Do you have win-winners or lose-losers in your CRM organizations? 
As best you can, think about the correlation between success of CRM initiatives and the relative success of the 
careers of the people who are driving them. Is your organization beating the ‘executive’s dilemma’ by foster win-win 
environments?

#5: Do you follow the keys to success? And as much as the win-winners do?
In our survey, the win-winners embraced CRM change activities more than the lose-losers. Review the list and honestly 
rate your own organization’s willingness and success in embracing the five keys presented.

The End…?
As media and channels continue to proliferate, and technology continues to advance and data continues to explode, CRM 
will only become more relevant, more complex, and more important to business strategy. It also continually changes, and 
organizations that want to succeed with their customers must not only change, but must also do it with well-orchestrated 
precision. This is leadership: the ability to take an organization on a journey to somewhere new, when that somewhere 
new is always changing. Unfortunately, that means there is never an ‘end’ to leadership, a time when you can sit back 
and just manage the status quo (this is for ‘managers’). Leadership is change. Become a leader today by getting good at 
what good leaders do. Is there any other way?
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