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What does it mean to be "Customer-Focused'?
Graham Hawke
This paper puts the case for clarity and a lack of compromise concerning "customer focus". In part, I have written it to release my own frustration at seeing the phrase devalued (along with its close relatives " customer-driven" and "customer led") to the point of being meaningless through overuse by consultants and management double-speakers who have never stopped to work out what it might mean.

What does it mean to be "customer focused"? 

This is a pretty basic question, but many of the answers that organisations find to it are riddled with compromise, contradiction and constraint. The problem is the word "focused". If you focus on something, it means that everything else is peripheral or less important. In practice, most of the actions that companies take under the guise of being “customer-focused” are little more than "customer-friendly" (like "dolphin-friendly tuna" - acknowledging their existence and doing no direct harm).

Some things are difficult to keep in the periphery. Like untrained puppies or spoilt toddlers, they seem to demand constant attention - the share price, the expense ratio, impending legislation, the latest technological development, the competition. The customer is not so overt m attracting our focus - there will always be louder squeaks to oil.
So, companies have developed structures and behaviours that attempt to focus on everything (apparently oblivious to the fact that focusing on everything is indistinguishable from focusing on nothing). They have finance people to focus on money, directors and PR people to focus on the share price, technical people to focus on products, marketing people to focus on the competition and a "front-line" of sales and service people to focus on the customer. Except they can't focus on the customer because their IT systems don't do what they ought to, they keep having to redraft budgets to keep the finance people happy, the right products never quite seem to be available at the right time and they don't have the time or resource they need to do any training.
Still, everybody is working very hard, which is what is all about. Isn't it?.....Well, no. Working harder in a system like this will make things worse. The more energy is simultaneously directed towards disparate goals the more trouble is produced. Even "customer-friendly" is starting to look daunting!
The organisation which can truly demonstrate what "customer focus" means will find that all aspects of its operation, its thinking and its behaviour are managed to line up and face its desired customers squarely m the eye - permanently. The statement of intent is easy - the actions are tough:

You can't be customer-focused if you are shareholder-focused.
Satisfying the shareholder is important, but if the organistion adopts the shareholder as its focus, it becomes introverted, reactive, short-termist and loses touch with what its business is all about. Focusing on the customer can, and will deliver outstanding results to the shareholder. Focusing on the shareholder will never deliver outstanding results to the customer.
You can't be customer-focused if you are functionally-focused.
Organisations built around functional disciplines will always struggle to develop the sort of collaborative culture necessary to properly identify, understand and deliver their customers' needs and aspirations. When people cannot see how the work they do adds value to the external customer, they will substitute some other entity (boss, profession, personal interest) for whom they are working. In this way, all manner of non-value adding activity becomes justifiable within the company as separate technical and functional empires develop, each with its own mission to achieve.
To focus on the customer requires an organisation in which everybody, not just the sales and service people, can have a clear line of sight between their own position and the value received by the customer. This means dismantling most of the internal structure of the functional areas and redeploying the necessary skills, standards and knowledge into the business processes which deliver customer value.
You can't be customer-focused if you are product-focused.
Products are a means to an end, not an end in themselves. Certainly, successful organisations need people who are fanatically enthusiastic about improving the technical, functional and aesthetic quality of their products. Innovation in product and service is essential, but if products are at the centre of the organisation's thinking, then customers are somewhere else. The sort of mindset that says, "we built this, we know how good it is, so you MUST want to buy it" is common, and dangerous. The Swiss watch industry is a classic case study - total market dominance to "niche" player in less than 10 years, because the role of the customer was to buy their watches, rather than the role of the watch being to meet the needs of the customer.
A product focus is essentially an internal focus. It can lead to destructive internal competition between "rival" product owners. The customer-focused organisation has a broader mindset, is more open, less constrained by its own certainties, and is therefore, paradoxically, more capable of innovation m product and service than its product-focused counterpart.

You can't be customer-focused if you don't actually care about your customers.
At the end of the day, this may be the toughest issue offal. Companies provide many business careers that are insulated from "the outside world" let alone from actual customers. Thus many directors, managers and staff have no experience on which to develop any interest in or empathy with the customers of their own company. They probably care about something, but they probably don't all care about the same something. To achieve a genuine organisational focus on the customer, the will must first be there. And it has to be a strong, resilient, stubborn will - given how many other impediments there are to success.
So, who cares?
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