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01How the world  
has changed

Why should a business change anything? If it is big, successful, has a 
good track record and is a well-known brand in its marketplace, why 
fix what does not appear to be broken? The short answer is: because 
the world is changing.

First, people are getting richer. ‘We are reaching a tipping point, 
where over the next several years the global middle class will expand 
dramatically. This is one of the most important features of today’s 
global economic landscape’ (Kharas, 2011). Why is this important? 
Because the richer people are, the more they want differentiation in 
products and services.

India and China have the fastest-growing middle classes. China 
is on the verge of becoming a middle-class nation. By 2030 over 70 
per cent of China’s population could be middle class, consuming 
nearly US $10 trillion in goods and services. These individuals have 
an enormous impact on the global marketplace. In 2013, the Chinese 
bought more new Rolls-Royce cars than any other nation. Since then 
the Chinese economy has been hit and this growth is declining, but 
China is still Rolls-Royce’s fourth-biggest global market after the 
United States, the Middle East and Europe (Kharas, 2011).

Second, there are more people on the planet. On the one hand, this 
growth means there are more consumers for companies’ products and 
services. On the other, there are also more people competing for the 
same natural resources – water, power and raw materials. Everything 
manufactured ultimately originates from natural resources, which are 
finite. Yet many businesses and individuals behave as though resources 
are infinite. These behaviours are unsustainable. As humankind degrades 
the planet and extracts more resources, our ecologies become danger-
ously unbalanced and approach a point of no return. There will be more 
and more commercial consequences around this issue as time progresses.
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As scarcity increases, so does cost. At some point, the resources 
upon which everyone depends will be more expensive or simply no 
longer available. Governments are trying to tackle these problems 
but cannot do so alone. They need the help and the co-operation 
of businesses and consumers. Companies need to be prepared to 
protect those resources to ensure they remain plentiful, or find alter-
native sources. Successful companies will do both and, more and 
more, consumers will demand it. Various global surveys are showing 
that millennials (born circa 1980–99) support sustainability actions. 
Millennials are fast becoming a powerful commercial voice as they 
move into middle age and can afford to pay to support their ethical 
stance.

Finally, businesses are changing. Some international companies 
have grown larger than their home country. Growing beyond conti-
nental borders, they are now truly global forces. Economically, these 
organizations can influence local economies and wield as much power 
as some governments. In fact, the largest businesses have higher reve-
nues than many countries and their economic power and influence 
is greater than all but the largest countries. For example, at the end 
of 2015, Wal-Mart’s revenues matched the gross domestic product 
(GDP) of Poland.

How did this shift of economic power happen?

Deregulation and the easing of trade barriers between countries has 
enabled much of this business growth. Thanks to technology and 
the globalization and deregulation of financial services, the costs 
associated with international trade have fallen: the formation of the 
European Union (EU) has helped speed up the process within Europe, 
while the growth of processing power and cloud computing have 
enabled ways of working that make physical location less relevant to 
employees and customers alike.

This new paradigm has changed the way businesses behave. For 
more and more businesses the focus has shifted to short-term returns 
and bottom-line numbers, and in most cases, to the detriment of 
other ‘stakeholders’ in the business. Traditionally, a business served 
its customers and many also tried to make a positive impact on their 
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communities and employees. Of course, all companies also needed to 
‘serve’ their investors, but tried to do so in a balanced way so that all 
stakeholders are served.

CASE STUDY

National Vehicle Distribution (NVD) is an automotive transportation and logistics 
company based in Ireland. Its customers include manufacturers and dealers in 
many countries. In an effort to drive down costs, automotive manufacturers have 
implemented highly regimented purchasing processes, driving ever downward 
the amount their supply chain can charge. For example, in order to achieve the 
‘best price’ per activity, many manufacturers send out separate tenders for each 
stage of the delivery process: transporting from factory to port; ship transport; 
customs clearance; delivery and storage at an intermediate destination plus 
repair to any damaged goods; and finally, delivery to dealer. But is this the best 
approach?

Although the apparent ‘cost’ at each step has been forced down, these 
manufacturers have created other costs and issues by working this way. 
Different companies perform each step in the delivery of new cars to dealers, so 
it is difficult to follow any car on its journey or know where or which company 
might have caused damage during the transport. In later chapters, we will go on 
to explore how NVD has dealt with the challenges of a marketplace in which its 
large customers now have a ‘broken’ procurement process that does not support 
the changing needs of their businesses.

NVD’s large customers had reached an impasse. Prices had reached 
rock bottom, so there were little or no further savings to be made from 
a cost-obsessed logistics model. However there were great benefits to 
be gained if the various steps could be joined up.  Unfortunately, in 
most countries, each step was being managed by many different, often 
small businesses that were not in a position to link up. Furthermore, 
a ‘logistics solution’ to solve this problem could not be purchased 
using the traditional procurement processes.

Many businesses will need to learn how to change the way they buy 
such a solution – the automotive industry is just a well-documented 
example. Other large businesses face similar issues. These companies 
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have painted themselves into a corner. Change must come from 
within so that they have a mechanism to procure appropriately, by 
focusing on ‘value’ to the business rather than cost.

I’m not a commodity, I’m an individual

Today, in many large corporations, employees have become more 
commoditized – treated as numbers with a high churn. Companies 
worry less about the loss of any one individual as long as the overall 
numbers are met. As long as the company’s buying targets are met 
and staff numbers are adequate, then executives tend to be satisfied. 
This attitude has set the scene for a major change in employee atti-
tudes and loyalty. The Edelman 2015 State of Employee Engagement 
study (Snyder, 2015) showed that:

●● Employee engagement is still widely perceived as falling under the 
domain of ‘HR issues’ versus being a driver of business perfor-
mance. Almost 50 per cent of organizations fail to measure 
employees’ engagement with the customer or the brand.

●● There is a distinct lack of strategy, with only 55 per cent of organi-
zations having an explicit employee engagement strategy. Among 
those that do have a  strategy, 86 per cent of senior leaders are 
familiar with it and only 65 per cent of people managers and 38 
per cent of employees are aware of it.

●● Engagement is hugely overreported. Half of respondents reported 
engagement scores above 70 per cent in recent surveys; however, 
many rely on generic questions that are easy to answer positively 
versus more discerning, tailored questions that drive action plan-
ning and change.

●● Organizations do not consistently act on engagement survey 
data. Only slightly more than half the companies studied say 
employees believe senior leaders will listen to their opinions and 
even fewer (42 per cent) believe that positive change will happen 
as a result.

●● Leadership behaviours and communications effectiveness are the 
two areas that organizations are focusing on to improve engage-
ment (74 per cent and 70 per cent, respectively).
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Today, more and more employees are cynical and distrusting, and 
question why they should be loyal to a brand or business that does 
not care about them. There is a direct correlation between happy 
employees and happy customers.

Customers feel commoditized too. In the name of cost reduction, 
many businesses (and governments) have streamlined their organi-
zational process to maximize efficiency, but in doing so have cut off 
much human-to-human contact. Phones are answered by computer-
ized systems that ask the customer to do all the work once done by a 
customer service department: ‘Press 1 if you want to buy something, 
press 2 for service management…’ Not all customer issues are merely 
‘transactional’ activities like this, which (eventually) solve a problem. 
Unhappy customers, frustrated customers and angry customers all 
need to feel they are being listened to by another human being. Will 
people be loyal to a machine? Both customers and employees feel 
disempowered and at the mercy of the system as there is no one to 
listen to complaints or respond to non-standard issues. There is no 
human connection.

Do businesses care?

This is a good question. Many businesses espouse values that ‘put 
the customer first’ but then enact behaviours and systems that do not 
support these values. While many call centres do use real people to 
make contact, often the discussions are so scripted that the call-centre 
staff can actually do very little. The responsibility given to people 
working in these types of call centres is so limited that a customer 
might as well be speaking to a machine. The scripts used by the staff 
take away their ability to be human. They remove the relationship 
and the two-way intimacy of genuine human engagement. As many 
of us will have experienced, this situation can lead to strong negative 
emotions: while the transaction may ultimately have been successful, 
the experience was poor.

Does this bad feeling really impact the bottom line? The short 
answer is: not immediately, but yes, eventually it does. More impor-
tantly, the same technology and business setting that has enabled 
these efficiencies and disenfranchised customers has opened the door 
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to innovative, new market entrants and ‘disruptors’. These new busi-
nesses pose another threat to the apparently successful, large business.

With the internet of things (IoT), companies can evolve from prod-
uct businesses to service businesses that are capable of effecting 
real economic and social change. The issue for established compa-
nies, however, is not merely being able to change what they do by 
moving to digitally enabled products and services – there is a huge 
behavioural change needed with existing staff, and the key front-line 
customer interface of those staff is the salespeople.

The best-known examples of these new innovators are Netflix, 
Airbnb and Uber. The latter two use technology to act as a platform 
to bring together suppliers and potential customers. In the case of 
Uber, individual car owners become taxi drivers, providing a reliable 
and more cost-effective service than many traditional taxi businesses 
can provide. Airbnb offers homeowners the ability to rent out their 
rooms or whole residences to individuals seeking accommodation. 
Airbnb acts like a travel agent for clean, inexpensive hotel rooms at 
a much lower cost than traditional hotels. Each of these businesses 
uses technology to facilitate a peer-to-peer (P2P) connection between 
customer and supplier.

This P2P business model puts people in touch with other people 
who would otherwise never have found each other, and the business 
takes a payment for these services. While Airbnb and Uber targeted 
mainstream customers, Netflix initially targeted customers who were 
early adopters with niche interests. Its strategy was to grow the busi-
ness out from this targeted elite. Then, when the infrastructure was 
ready to support a wider audience, a shift occured when the rise of 
streaming video enabled Netflix to capture the much larger main-
stream market.

Today even large, traditional businesses are beginning to look over 
their shoulders. Executives ask: ‘Is there a disruptor in my business 
sector? How can we defend ourselves?’ The short answer is: provided 
your business has happy customers, most will not leave you. But, 
give them a reason to shift… And the reality is that most businesses 
are not adapting well. The short-term focus on bottom-line results 
typically means that in an attempt to maintain profits they employ 
tactical efforts such as rebranding exercises, which try to convince 
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customers that things have changed (when they haven’t) or internal 
cost-cutting programmes. Often these exercises satisfy a short-term 
objective but prove costly and detrimental in the long term. Consider 
these examples:

Penny-wise and pound foolish

Recently, a global electronics manufacturer decided to reduce costs in 
factories that contain highly specialized production facilities. In this 
instance, the move was not to dig the business out of dire financial 
straits, but an attempt to meet shareholder expectation and maintain 
the share price. In this sector, skilled workers are a scarce resource, 
especially in some of the smaller countries where the production facil-
ities were sited. To maximize cost savings, the company put together 
an equation that prioritized redundancies on the basis of length of 
service and age. Older, more experienced staff were encouraged to 
leave while younger, inexperienced workers were encouraged to stay. 
This approach cut costs but had long-term consequences.

Most of the jobs that the experienced workers had done were still 
necessary, but the less experienced employees could not do them. 
The result? Now this organization will need to look to an external 
service provider to supply these skills at a much higher cost. In some 
cases, the company may end up using the same individuals it made 
redundant. In the longer term, the costs to the company will be much 
greater – it is just that these costs will appear on a different column 
in the balance sheet, so results will look better in shareholder reports.

Shareholders may or may not be fooled. But customers and 
employees have become disenfranchised and disillusioned by these 
business behaviours. People increasingly realize that they cannot 
count on a company to consider their best interests, but must look 
after themselves.

Technology has changed the way customers buy

Whether for personal use or in business, people use the web to research 
purchases, investigating both consumer reports and other customer 
feedback before buying. So although most large corporations are still 
opaque and behave in an old-fashioned manner, exercising power 
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and control where they can, the web enables many individuals to see 
through the smokescreen. This trend towards the ‘informed consumer’ 
is growing stronger as millennials increase in influence.

This generation has some unique characteristics. First and foremost, 
millennials are connected. This is the generation that grew up with social 
media, mobile technology and computers in schools. They are tech-savvy 
and know how to use technology to find answers and to connect with 
others. They are also team-oriented, preferring to work co-operatively 
with others, even when others might be halfway around the world.

Millennials have also grown up under the spectre of resource scar-
city and climate change. They realize that unless something is done, 
they may experience ecological catastrophe within their own life-
times. They also understand that humankind’s well-being depends on 
its relationship with the natural world and other species.

Social and environmental focus is stronger and more global in this 
group of people, as is the desire for transparency in behaviours and 
actions. This perspective drives many of the career choices that the 
millennial generation makes. Finally, for them, work–life balance 
plays a big role in career choice. Work gets personal.

According to the 2016 Cone Communications Employee Engage-
ment Study, two-thirds of US employees feel that their work and 
personal life are becoming increasingly blended and nearly all (93 per 
cent) want to work for a company that cares about them as indi-
viduals. The study reveals an increased expectation for companies to 
provide not only basic benefits but also an environment that allows 
employees to bring their passions for social and environmental issues 
to the workplace. Mature millennials (27–35) and young generation 
X (36–44) rose to the top in the survey as highly engaged employees 
in today’s workforce. These segments are prioritizing involvement in 
social and environmental issues with much more enthusiasm than the 
average American. Two-thirds say they will not work for a company 
that does not have strong corporate social responsibility commit-
ments (versus 51 per cent US average); and once hired, they are more 
likely to be loyal (83 per cent versus 70 per cent US average) when 
they feel they can make a positive impact on issues at work. Retention 
among this highly sought-after employee base is extremely important 
for businesses (Sustainable Brands, 2016).
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Millennials want different things from their employers and from 
brands than the generations that preceded them. Most are very 
influenced by peer opinion and tend to be far less influenced than 
their parents by corporate advertising. They will buy from busi-
nesses they believe are authentic: in other words, businesses that 
honestly espouse and live their corporate values (which should 
match the values embraced by this generation). Corporate trans-
parency, rather than opacity, and belief-driven organizations rank 
as ‘highly important’ for these buyers. Ethical trading and environ-
mentally friendly processes and products are also a big attraction. 
With this generation, consumers are taking back their power in the 
purchasing equation.

How are most big corporations responding?

Most large businesses are organized around being in control – 
control of the business, their employees, suppliers, the customer 
and, if they could get away with it, the marketplace. To exercise 
this control with customers, companies must exert their influence 
early in the customer buying cycle before a buyer even understands 
exactly what he or she needs or wants. Traditionally, in the consumer 
marketplace, advertising played this role. But this ‘consumer adver-
tising’ may be becoming an outdated tactic: today’s millennials are 
not strongly influenced by advertising.

Savvy buying is also moving into the business-to-business (B2B) 
marketplace. Organizations such as the Corporate Executive Board 
and Forrester are looking at this area closely. Studies have shown 
that customers tend to be 60–80 per cent through a purchasing 
process before contacting a prospective supplier. This situation 
causes problems with traditional tactical marketing and sales prac-
tices because it is very difficult to shift a customer’s mindset so 
late in the buying process. At this late stage, a business competes 
predominantly on price and service. In a survey, 74 per cent of 
business buyers said they conduct more than half of their research 
online before making an offline purchase (Wizdo, 2015). This buyer 
dynamic changes the role of B2B sales and marketing in a funda-
mental way.
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What does this mean for traditional, large businesses?

Large businesses are losing much of the control and power that they 
once exerted. Of course, the huge monoliths still have money and 
power, but they are experiencing an increasing exodus of customers and 
harder, more cost-driven negotiations with other businesses. Falling 
sales, declining profits and loss of customer loyalty – however meas-
ured – are the leading symptoms of this downward spiral. As this loss 
of business occurs, senior management looks everywhere for someone 
to blame – suppliers, government legislation and departments in their 
own businesses. Typically, business leaders moan about their custom-
ers and blame their sales force. What they do not see is that their own 
structures, processes and behaviours are part of the problem.

In today’s increasingly connected world, how can these companies 
attempt to improve customer engagement if they do not include the 
customer in their go-to-market solution? The customer is an integral 
part of the commercial ecosystem and businesses and organizations 
are living systems. According to Linda Booth Sweeney, ‘In a spider’s 
web, what happens on one part of the web affects every other part. 
The same is true of living systems, whether an ant colony, a forest, an 
organization, or a city. Like a spider’s web, a living system is so intri-
cately woven that no part exists in isolation’ (Booth Sweeney, 2008).

Systems are the best way to envision a solution to the growing 
complexity in today’s commercial environment. Adopting a systems 
approach means focusing on interrelationships, patterns and dynam-
ics as well as specific components. The field of ‘systems thinking’ 
has evolved over the past 50 years and now offers a set of methods 
and tools to help focus on systems as the context for defining and 
solving complex problems, and for fostering more effective learning 
and design. Systems thinking helps businesses to shift from tacti-
cal activities and jumping from crisis to crisis, to move towards a 
less fragmented, more integrated way of doing things. The Value 
Proposition Builder™ tools and methodology enables businesses to 
undertake a systems approach. A complete shift may take years, but 
many benefits can be achieved far quicker. This book will discuss in 
later chapters how to achieve early benefits.

So, what kinds of businesses actually consider taking this systems 
approach? It takes a very brave company chief executive officer 
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(CEO) to tell shareholders that the business intends to take a long-
term view that looks beyond the next quarter’s earnings. That is why 
large corporations tend to look for quick fixes such as new sales 
training regimes, rebranding programmes and supplier renegotia-
tions. In the long term, none of these approaches produce the desired 
joined-up impact.

What companies try

When a business does attempt to make a genuine change, how does 
it start? What is the first step?

Companies tend to start by focusing on things they can control, 
such as operational fixes that reduce cost and/or improve efficiency. 
Technical, scientific or engineering-run businesses usually take this 
approach first. Many of the companies that have used the Value 
Proposition Builder™ framework are technical companies. Most 
began their improvement process by investing in relevant technical 
aspects of their business. On the other hand, consumer businesses 
look to brand and repackage offerings, work that falls within their 
particular comfort zone. Only after all the technical and opera-
tional work was complete, or a new branding/packaging exercise 
implemented, did the executives take the next step and examine the 
strategic, go-to-market aspects of the company.

The businesses showcased in this book were doing well when 
they went down the path to obtain greater understanding of their 
customers and market. In fact, most of the businesses that embark on 
value proposition work are in good shape and want to improve their 
business. They all took the initiative to understand their custom-
ers before their companies were in any kind of trouble, trying to 
obtain a clear picture of what their customers valued as well as what 
annoyed them. By using a third party specializing in this research, 
each was able to obtain honest and enlightening insights. In all cases, 
the feedback shocked them. Up until that point, all the executives 
would have sworn they understood how they were valuable to their 
important customers. But their views were proven to be at worst 
wildly inaccurate or, at best, incomplete.
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Both Glanbia Ingredients Ireland and NATS (see the case study 
boxes), armed with information about what customers valued and 
did not value, were able to develop a plan to adjust their internal 
structures, processes and behaviours so as to capitalize on what 
customers truly valued, what innovations were needed and what 
things to fix so as not to lose business. Both businesses took a signif-
icant first step towards creating a new, holistic approach to their 

CASE STUDY

Glanbia Ingredients Ireland (GII) is part of Glanbia Group – a global nutrition 
company supplying ingredients and branded products into food and nutrition 
markets around the world. In the three-year period before engaging specialist 
support, GII had invested significantly in building a new infrastructure and 
streamlining the operations in all their plants. Once they had concluded their 
focus on operational improvements in their business, and had systems running 
well, they decided to examine what their customers valued about them, their 
business and offerings. Understanding their customers’ views was a significant 
step to expanding Glanbia Ingredients Ireland’s commercial ecosystem.

CASE STUDY

NATS is a leading global provider of air traffic control services. Headquartered in 
the UK, each year it handles around 2.4 million flights and 250 million passengers 
in UK airspace alone. In addition to providing services to 13 UK airports, and 
managing all upper airspace in the UK, it provides services around the world, 
spanning Europe, the Middle East, Asia and the North Atlantic. NATS’s main 
focus is, of course, safety. Before embarking on a customer value proposition 
project, NATS worked tirelessly to maintain and enhance its unsurpassed air 
safety record, focusing on operational improvements and constant innovation. 
Finally, the business reached the point of needing to truly understand what its 
customers wanted and why, and what its customers valued over and above 
safety. NATS wanted to figure out how it could design an improved go-to-market 
approach that put customers, in fact all stakeholders, at the heart of its business.
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marketplaces and customers and were able to realize benefits very 
quickly from this joined-up approach.

Andy Head, Business Development Director at NATS, says: ‘The 
Value Proposition BuilderTM process gave us a new framework to 
engage with our customers and allowed us to develop the key design 
that underpinned all the organization changes we needed to become 
more customer-centric.’

What not to do

While it is vitally important to include customers in the change 
process, there is a very big step between knowing what customers 
value and then implementing an effective change and solution. Many 
businesses take the first step and use the Value Proposition Builder™ 
approach to obtain customer insights, and then do not take it further. 
Having listened to their customers, they go on to change only one 
or two things, and then carry on running their businesses as before. 
Gaining the customer insights is only the first step. The difficult part 
is changing the structures, processes and behaviours in a business so 
as to build on what customers value.

Below is a list of typical, tactical changes that businesses make in 
an attempt to implement their value propositions. Individually, none 
of these responses will make a significant impact:

●● Do one or two things at a time without looking at the whole 
system.

●● Reduce prices. When margins and/or revenues are threatened, some 
executives take the simplistic view that the only reason customers 
are not buying is price. Unless the business strategy is commod-
ity pricing, price is rarely the key factor and, after a short-term 
flurry of buying, reducing price will ultimately reduce revenues 
and margins.

●● Raise prices. Arbitrary price rises without good justification typi-
cally anger customers. After a temporary increase in sales revenues 
due to the price rise alone, customers start looking for other suppli-
ers and revenues fall off.
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●● Rebrand product lines or the whole company. Today’s custom-
ers are savvy. ‘Papering over the cracks’ or rebranding what is 
essentially an unchanged product or business will not fool them. 
Spending money on branding too soon, before implementing any 
genuine change in the business, is a waste of money.

●● Create new products and/or services without involving the sales 
teams or selected customers in the process. Remember, products and 
services are ‘for the customer’ and it is always a good idea to under-
stand exactly what is wanted and needed. Both the direct sales staff 
and the customer give invaluable insights into the best solutions.

In all instances, these businesses fail to develop a marketing strategy 
or fail to adjust the existing marketing strategy. Not only should a 
business examine its entire operation but it should also develop an 
appropriate marketing strategy to serve as a blueprint for all subse-
quent activities. The marketing strategy is a ‘plan’ that supports all 
‘go to market’ activities. Without this, selling activity is not supported 
by the business and revenues do not meet expectation.

Typically, the sales force takes the brunt of the business focus where 
revenues and profits are concerned and management puts in place 
activities to ‘stir up’ sales efforts. Below are some common selling 
activities that don’t work:

●● Introduce a new sales training programme. Frequently, the reasons 
for falling revenues have more to do with the overall marketing 
strategy, business approach and aligned sales and company behav-
iours than a lack of selling skills. The most frequent problems 
affecting sales are conflicts relating to the sales process, the chan-
nels and how the business supports this process. One consumer 
electronics business spent £1.5 million on global sales training 
with zero impact before embarking on value proposition work. 
Focusing on selling skills alone can be an expensive mistake.

●● Hire a ‘big hitting’ new sales director for his or her contacts book. 
The days of the hero salesperson who sweeps in and saves the day 
are over. Of course personal relationships help, but they only get 
a company through the door and speaking to the right person or 
people. Ultimate success will be down to a company’s sales proposi-
tion. The business processes must support that sales proposition.
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●● Train technical people who work with the customer so they can 
play a sales role. This approach is common in highly technical busi-
nesses that employ specialists to do technical support at customer 
sites. There are many problems in trying to turn these individuals 
into salespeople. First, they don’t want to sell; they are typically 
uncomfortable in the role. Second, their relationships are usually 
with the customer’s technical or operational staff and not with 
procurement or senior management (the roles most frequently 
involved in significant purchases). Third, by making a technical 
support person the commercial interface, it undermines his or her 
former strong position as someone giving ‘best technical advice’. 
The customer will now worry that the advice has some ulterior 
motive involved with selling.

●● Fail to adjust sales rewards structures. In fact, failure to adjust 
the whole company’s key performance indicators (KPIs) to reflect 
a new approach is more accurate. Rewards drive behaviours. 
No matter what a business says it wants, if the remuneration 
systems say something else then most employees, and especially 
salespeople, will work to the performance measures given. Most 
salespeople receive some of their salary or bonus based on these 
measures, so this behaviour is not surprising. A common situa-
tion occurs when businesses tell their salespeople to sell ‘solutions’ 
and then measure them on selling an individual component of the 
solution. It is typically easier to just sell the component. So if that 
is how the salesperson is measured, then that is what he or she 
will sell.

●● Ask service-line sales staff to ‘cross sell’ and/or ‘up sell’ with-
out giving them adequate training or incentives. This response 
happens so often in large corporates today that it is almost a 
definitive sign that the business needs realignment and a good 
hard look at its marketing strategy. One of two scenarios is 
typical. In the first, many different salespeople from the busi-
ness each try to sell different things to the same customer (very 
common in siloed businesses). And in the second, a business 
acquires or develops new and different products and expects 
the salesperson to start selling them without adequate training 
or positioning.

http://www.koganpage.com/syvp


Selling Your Value Proposition25

Buy Selling Your Value Proposition at koganpage.com/syvp – enter code SYVP

●● Fail to change sales material, specification sheets, price lists and 
other customer material. A new product/service or market posi-
tioning should be reflected in all support materials and in anything 
that the customer sees. Once again, using the example of moving 
to ‘solution selling’, if a company wants to sell solutions then it 
should describe solutions in all its literature and not the compo-
nent parts. It should provide salespeople with solution pricing 
and not divulge the individual cost of components of the solution. 
Everything needs to be adjusted to support this shift in the sales 
approach.

●● Fail to adjust all the internal metrics. In reality, a whole company 
is involved in the selling process. Everyone in a company needs to 
be armed with an appropriate understanding of both the organiza-
tion’s value proposition and its sales proposition. Everyone who 
interfaces with customers or potential customers – from the recep-
tionist to delivery drivers, from warehouse supervisors to design 
engineers – needs to understand how and when to promote the 
company’s offerings and behave accordingly. These people do not 
need to be salespeople, but they should understand their role in the 
overall selling process and be rewarded or recognized for appro-
priate behaviour.

As the list above shows, there are many false steps that can be taken in 
trying to implement a value proposition within a business. However, 
successful business change is possible. There are four key insights – 
based on leading more than 600 businesses through all or part of the 
Value Proposition Builder™ process – which, if followed, will help a 
business to move in the right direction:

1 Include both customers and customer-facing staff in the creation 
of marketing strategy and change initiatives.

2 Work on every aspect of the business at the same time, not just a 
single process or department.

3 Make strategic changes to structures, processes and behaviours 
before looking at tactical fixes such as creating a brand story.

4 Build on the foundation of good work already started or carried 
out previously.
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Applying these lessons can have important positive impacts:

●● Winning customers: everyone in the market (and sometimes within 
different parts of the same company) is vying for customer mind-
share. Whoever gets there first with the strongest message, wins.

●● Gaining market share: at the high-value end of the market, strategic 
companies will gain customer mindshare by selling at an appropri-
ate level and delivering a single, appropriate message, while at the 
commodity end of the market competition will drive down prices 
and erode market value.

●● Better margins: by approaching changes tactically and in a piece-
meal, siloed fashion, companies end up commoditizing their own 
offerings and market position.

All of these insights lead to the 1st Law of Value Proposition Selling.

Law 1: the whole company plays a role in supporting the sales process.

To follow this law, a company needs to start with a holistic view of the 
business – and include key customers (and prospects) in this exercise. 
It then needs to develop and decide on its overall market approach 
and understand the impact this decision has on existing business 
structures, processes and behaviours. Only then should tactical activ-
ities that are in line with the strategic direction be implemented.

Is this approach complicated and expensive?

It need not be. The process does not have to be revolutionary, nor 
does it have to cost lots of money. In reality, tactical fixes often cost 
millions without producing results. The company mentioned earlier 
that spent £1.5 million on an ineffective sales training programme 
also invested more than £2 million on an advertising campaign. But 
what was it advertising? Nothing had changed substantially in the 
business. The advertising was papering over the cracks rather than 
fixing the fundamentals. And while the business did look at ‘strat-
egy’, different departments used different consultants to work at 
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inappropriate levels in the business, each with different briefs. This 
approach cost a lot of time and money, yet did not yield a cohesive 
strategy and did not include the customer. This is why it failed.

Why is including the customer so important?

An inclusive marketing strategy is vital for sales, marketing, prod-
uct development and innovation throughout the entire business. One 
global financial services business illustrates how the organization 
itself can get in the way of finding the right messages. This organiza-
tion had a 1,000-person internal research team that spent five years 
trying to understand why small retailers were not using its services 
and why their behaviours were often actively hostile. The problem? 
In its interaction with these retailers, the internal team looked only 
at the rational factors, such as price and the configuration of the 
service offering. The retailers, on the other hand, were acting on their 
emotions. They were angry with the financial services supplier and 
did not feel that their issues were ‘heard’. This critical insight had 
been completely overlooked.

Buying is typically made up of two components: the rational and 
the emotional. In large businesses, there is a third: socio-political. By 
far the greatest component in decision making is emotional: after 
that, individuals ‘rationalize’ their decisions. So if a customer is 
unhappy with a supplier, then price and offering are far less important 
than making the customer happy again. In the case of this financial 
services company, its retailer customers were very unhappy with how 
they perceived they were being treated. This unhappiness led them 
to make business decisions that seemed irrational to the supplier. 
What was needed was a major behaviour change on the part of the 
company (and changes to some of the underlying business structures 
and processes) in order to placate customers. The in-house research-
ers had wasted five years by focusing only on the rational and asking 
the wrong questions.

Today, there is a high degree of dissatisfaction with large corpo-
rations among their customers. Most of these businesses have no 
idea how they are ‘getting it wrong’ from their customers’ perspec-
tive. Either they don’t know or they don’t care. But they should. Very 
unhappy customers (or employees or suppliers) will go to great lengths 
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to change their supplier, or even set up in competition to the offend-
ing companies. At best, as soon as there is a viable alternative, these 
people will leave – and that is the best-case scenario. The worst case is 
that these disenfranchised customers will be seen as an opportunity for 
competitors or new, disruptive businesses, who will use them to enter 
into the market. In both cases, the traditional large businesses lose.

Understanding different customer behaviours is also critical when 
moving into new and foreign markets. US businesses often make the 
mistake of believing that European customers – both consumers and 
businesses – think and behave as they do in the United States and that 
Europe is just a 51st state with a variety of accents. Nothing could be 
further from the truth, but many US companies take this approach. 
Europeans should not be smug: they make these mistakes too.

One European services business spent 1–2 per cent of its annual 
turnover in order to enter the Chinese marketplace. This company 
did all the usual rational investigations around market size and 
growth and, on this rational basis, invested in setting up a Chinese 
business. Then the executive team travelled to China to ‘do business’. 
Intellectually they knew that China was a different country with a 
different culture, but in terms of business behaviours they acted as 
though they were selling in their own country. Understanding how 
your own behaviour differs from your counterpart’s behaviour is 
vital. The senior management team did what they did in their native 
country. They wined and dined their senior counterparts in China, 
shook hands and left. And nothing happened. While this company 
did its quantitative research, it did not undertake qualitative market 
analysis or cultural research before making the investment. The 
result? It lost a lot of money and withdrew from China after spend-
ing millions trying and failing to enter the market.

Whether focusing on existing customers or new markets, the lesson 
is clear: include customers – both their rational and their emotional 
drivers – in any design or go-to-market activities. A lot of businesses 
are spending money on research, but usually it is the ‘wrong’ research, 
which doesn’t provide the answers they need. Real insight and inno-
vation comes from:

●● understanding the customers’ views and experiences – from 
rational, emotional and behavioural perspectives;
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●● determining what the customers value, as well as what annoys them;

●● developing an overarching marketing strategy that incorporates 
this value as well as a realistic business aspiration;

●● innovating products, services and solutions;

●● redesigning business processes, structures, measures and behav-
iours to deliver value at every customer interaction.

Carried out properly and with integrity, these changes will deliver an 
authentic and valued experience for the customer.

To survive, companies must adapt. Everything needs adjusting 
around the customer:

●● sales;

●● marketing;

●● customer service;

●● talent management;

●● and, above all, corporate behaviours.

So far, this book has looked at how today’s customer has changed 
and how most companies respond to these changes inadequately or 
too late. It has highlighted how corporate behaviours have disenfran-
chised not only customers, but also suppliers and employees, all in the 
pursuit of profit and at the expense of people. But it is not all bad news. 
Overall the world is richer and people are still spending money – lots 
of money. So there is a big opportunity for customer-oriented, authen-
tic businesses to grow and take market share at the expense of previous 
market leaders. This situation has also opened a path for disruptive 
businesses whose offerings satisfy customer need in a radical, new way.

What can a large, traditional business do?

Some companies have already started to include their customers and 
suppliers in their business ecosystem. Many have made early, tenta-
tive steps at developing their value proposition and then tried to 
implement the necessary changes in their businesses to exploit it. The 
rest of this book will cover the value proposition, sales and market 
positioning and include an examination of market strategy, customer 
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service and talent management. Throughout, it will look at behav-
iours, structures and what needs changing.

In times of business crisis and falling revenue, sales leaders and sales 
teams get blamed for the falling sales. But, for most large businesses, 
it is not a sales problem: it is a company-wide issue and should be 
tackled accordingly. The whole company supports the value proposi-
tion and the process of becoming customer-centric, and it plays a role 
in supporting the sales process that flows from this ‘customer-centric’ 
approach.
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