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THE RISE OF BIG DATA

Customers aren’t numbers. They’re 
people. You can’t average them. 

We live in uncertain times. Technology 
changes very rapidly.  Business models 
evolve almost overnight.  

To top it off, we are emerging from 
a global COVID-19 pandemic which 
changed how people interact with each 
other and with businesses on a daily 
basis. 

Some of the most hotly debated topics 
in business circles are about whether the 
pandemic has changed customers’ needs, 
behaviors, and attitudes for good or 
whether there will be a return to a pre-
pandemic “normal”.  

That matters because during the 
pandemic, whole industries were 
decimated and the world was hurled into 
economic mayhem.

We also live in a fast-paced, consumption-
driven society.  

As consumers, we have so many choices.  
In addition to that, the explosion of social 
media has allowed us to put our lives on 
display for all to see.  

Facebook, Instagram, TikTok and the like 
are crowded with beautiful people living 
their best lives.

This time of uncertainty is dominated by 
the rise of big data, data science, machine 
learning, and algorithms.
  
“The amount of data in our world has 
been exploding, and analyzing large data 
sets—so-called big data—will become a 
key basis of competition, underpinning 
new waves of productivity growth, 
innovation, and consumer surplus”, 
according to McKinsey.  



CUSTOMERS AREN’T 
NUMBERS

On the other hand, many businesses 
strive to create customer loyalty and 
increase Customer Lifetime Value (CLV) 
by creating products and services which 
are personalized, tailored, evoking 
emotional connections with customers.  
In their Harvard Business Review article 
An Emotional Connection Matters More 
than Customer Satisfaction, Alan Zorfas 
and Daniel Leemon write: “Our research 
across hundreds of brands in dozens 
of categories shows that the most 
effective way to maximize customer 
value is to move beyond mere customer 
satisfaction and connect with customers 
at an emotional level – tapping into their 
fundamental motivations and fulfilling 
their deep, often unspoken emotional 
needs. That means appealing to any of 
dozens of “emotional motivators” such as 
a desire to feel a sense of belonging, to 
succeed in life, or to feel secure.” 

Customers aren’t numbers. 
They’re people. You can’t average 
them. 

In this talk I will try to convince you that 
these two trends -the fascination with big 
data, statistical averages, and algorithms, 
on the one hand, and the quest for 
cultivating lasting customer loyalty based 
on positive emotional experiences, on 
the other - are in opposition to one 
another and create inherent tension.  

This tension needs to be resolved by any 
business which wants to win the hearts 
and minds of the customers of today and 
tomorrow.  

In other words, businesses cannot create 
products and services that result in 
remarkable customer experiences and 
cannot hope for meaningful customer 
loyalty until they understand and treat 
customers as people instead of just 
numbers.



Customer trust predicts loyalty and trust, 
measured in a specific way, is really low 
right now. Based on our research, trust in 
retail (and in business, in general) looks 
like this…

THE STATE OF 
CUSTOMER TRUST



There’s a better way to focus on customers and 
build that trust

Have to build customers trust over time, 
by not only understanding them as 
people, but treating them the right way: 
giving them a voice. 

You can build your own VOC program – 
and you have to, if you’re going to remain 
competitive and customer-centric. 

If you don’t treat them and understand 
them as humans,  you won’t have a loyal 
customer base.

First, let’s dispel some myths about 
customer centricity…
 



MYTHS VS REALITY



When I joined Zappos, I joined the most 
customer-centric company when it comes 
to high touch customer service on the 
phone. 

But soon I realized that Zappos customer 
service spirit did not extend beyond that 
mode. For example, no one at Zappos 
was reading customer comments 7 years 
ago. 

Leadership was focused on numbers, big 
data. We realized we needed to do more. 
So we created the VOC Program. 

Steps we took to 
implement a VOC program

1. Implemented features based on 
feedback 

2. We have a process in place to validate 
and quantify the anecdotes

3. Implemented a unified customer data 
platform and robust customer-centric 
analytical tools 

4.  Journey to find the right text 
analytics provider – extract meaning 
and unlock insights hidden in the 
mountains of text date

5. Now single focus on acting on the 
insights



LESSONS LEARNED

First, this can take a long time. It takes 
trial and error and learning. But we found 
that in the end, those mistakes and trials 
saved us time in the long run. 

Be patient – everything you do along the 
way is useful. 

Second, there was some skepticism on 
this program at first. Now the C-suite is 
reading customer comments. They have 
bought into this. Know that you might 
have to do some convincing, too. 

Finally, and most critically, we’ve 
established that you have to START with 
the customer. Have to listen to them. 
Validate them. 

But you also have to follow through. You 
have to close the loop and let them know 
what happened. 

You must implement features BASED 
on that feedback or this data has no 
meaning. 



If you’re starting from the technology, 
you are putting the cart before the horse.  
You should not start with the question  
“What kind of CRM should I have?”

Instead, ask yourself, “How well do I know 
my customers?”  Because at the end of 
the day, data alone won’t create customer 
loyalty. 

Only by listening and building trust over 
time can you create customers for life. 

Customers are not numbers. And being customer 
centric is as much about psychology as it is about 
technology. 
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usability, and consumer segmentation.
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Forget the Customer. See the Person.
A business guide to understanding your 
customers in uncertain times and beyond.

Over the past few years, big data has been touted as 
a panacea for customer data. Big data is important, 
but it’s only one part of the equation. Product-centric 
companies are hard and expensive to distinguish 
in today’s world. Humans are crucial to data and 
business. Customer-centricity—focusing on customers’ 
needs, wants, and values—is better. We discuss 
these two methods and advocate for balance in this 
book. We tell tales, give examples, and provide basic 
overviews on how to acquire the correct information 
to help businesses engage with customers.


