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A New Wave in Strategy and Marketing

Normally | don’t get too excited about “new”

e Outside Innovation, by Patricia Seybold
breakthroughs in management

(Collins, 2006), postulates that it is cus-
tomers who will best help you innovate
(hence the “outside-in” notion), and uses
a wide variety of examples, both busi-
ness-to-business and business-to-
consumer, to make the point.
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supported by evidence that the human brain
opens up new pathways and keeps them in
play more so if the brain itself is involved in
that discovery process (see “The Neurosci-
ence of Leadership” in Strategy + Business,
Summer 2006). Thus, no wonder custom-
ers and their vendors alike develop a symbi-
otic relationship when they are engaged in a
process of mutual discovery.

How does one take advantage of the conver-
gence of these ideas?

Perhaps the first step is the easiest: Ask your cus-
tomers what is on their minds! Or, as the CEO of
one my client firms does, ask of customers, “What
keeps you up at night?”

Here is a good example of the power of “The
Ask:” Between 1975 and 1990, Hill-Rom grew its
share of the hospital bed market from 30 to 90
percent, all in what looks like a commodity market.
How did they do it? The company learned that
nurses, who account for a significant share of a
hospital’s operating costs and whose interactions
with patients strongly influenced perceptions of the
quality of care, were spending inordinate time on
tasks unrelated to nursing—picking up things from
the floor that patients had dropped and fixing tele-
vision problems, for example. By adding features
and functions to their beds that took care of many
of these non-nursing tasks, Hill-Rom differentiated
its beds in ways that helped hospitals make more
money. Hospitals readily paid premium prices to
get those improvements.

| believe asking questions is the easiest step, but it
is not without its own complexities:

®  You can’t ask the question unless your
underlying performance with the cus-
tomer is close to flawless. Nothing will
aggravate you as a customer more than
to be confronted by a C-level executive
from a vendor who wants to know what
your strategic issues are, while they want
you to talk about their most recent
screw-up. If you don’t deal with those
first, the rest of the interchange may be
negative rather than positive.

On the other hand, as many of you
know, a foul-up may, if resolved promptly
and with appropriate humility, provide a
golden opportunity to dig deeper into
your customer’s real needs.

®  You shouldn’t ask the question unless
you have done your own homework
beforehand. It is okay to end a conversa-
tion with “That’s a really challenging is-
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sue, let me get back to you with our
thoughts.” However, if that line is pre-
ceded by some interchange that demon-
strates you have thought in advance
about your customer’s value proposition,
their strengths, and most importantly,
their challenges, you are much more
likely to have started a potentially valu-
able dialogue.

The second step is to weigh the consequences of
saying too much against the rewards of saying
enough. Customers (like children) are good at
sensing when you are holding something back. And
as stated above, many times if a strategic direction
does get to one of your competitors through a
customer, the impact may be negligible. On the
other hand, if you are in a slow-moving, long cycle-
time business (think nuclear power plant construc-
tion), your competitors may have plenty of time to
catch up.

The third step is to make sure you do something
with the results. It is not nearly as important to
actually solve an issue for a customer as it is to
make a good-faith effort and invest modest re-
sources in thinking about their problem or prob-
lems.

The fourth step is to think about being really ad-
venturous and bringing together a number of your
customers to see what the synergy of that interac-
tion brings. The new notion of “crowdcasting”
builds on that idea: a company pays for an inde-
pendent facilitator to engage a group of customers
in thinking about your business. If carefully enough
constructed and facilitated, the results appear to be
promising (see www.innocentive.com and
www.ideacross.com for two such facilitators). But
you can also do this yourself, by starting with a
couple of customers or clients with whom you are
comfortable. Suggest a meeting with some of your
other customers and yourselves (best if they are
not competitors), and ask what they might like to
talk about. If you get one or two ideas that reso-
nate with all of the potential attendees, you will be
off and running.

In summary, whether it is to help on strategy or
marketing (or innovation or something else), focus-
ing more on customer viewpoints seems to be a
powerful tool, and one that may be of increasing
importance as business cycle times decrease and
pressure on developing true customer intimacy
continues to increase.
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