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Preface

Redefi ning customer value: Corporate strategies for the social web is an Economist Intelligence Unit report 
sponsored by SAS. The Economist Intelligence Unit conducted the survey and analysis, and wrote the 
report. The fi ndings and views expressed in the report do not necessarily refl ect the views of the sponsor.

The report’s quantitative fi ndings come from a survey of 391 senior executives, conducted in October 
2010. The Economist Intelligence Unit’s editorial team designed the survey. Jim Nash is the author of the 
report, and Carla Rapoport is the editor. Mike Kenny is responsible for the design. 

To supplement the quantitative survey results, we conducted in-depth interviews with business 
executives around the world. We would like to thank all interviewees for their time and insight.

March 2011
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Executive summary

A rmed with an array of new communication tools, customers are interacting with companies in ways 
unimaginable even fi ve years ago. The rapid growth of these new channels of communication, 

commonly referred to as the social web, are providing organisations with an almighty deluge of 
information as consumers take to their laptops, PCs and smartphones to join and create online 
communities in ever-increasing numbers. Not all the feedback is positive, but the value to be extracted 
from this communication is potentially enormous. 

Firms that monitor and act upon these insights see a unique opportunity to improve market 
performance accordingly. This may mean changing the way products are developed and brought to 
market. It could mean the creation of new cross-departmental efforts to ensure that critical customer 
insights are properly disseminated. In any case, these new information channels demand that executives 
look at the defi nition of a valuable customer in a very different way.

For most companies, these efforts are nascent. On the one hand, survey results and executive 
interviews reveal that social media and other new communication channels have led executives to admit 
that a new defi nition of customer value is necessary. On the other, few companies have fi gured out how 
to rewrite that defi nition properly, or how to build a strategy that takes those insights into account in a 
formal way. 

Nevertheless, important fi rst steps are being taken: nearly 60% of survey respondents say that their 
companies are considering how to redefi ne customer value, and about 55% say that customer service is 
now an enterprise-wide responsibility. Additional key survey fi ndings include:

l Today’s communication tools are creating a new transparency between companies and their 
customers. This transparency is being imposed by customers seeking to interact with managers, 
employees and executives across an organisation. Greater contact between consumers and C-suite 
executives marks one of the more signifi cant changes brought by these new levels of interaction 
with customers—and one that is already enhancing customer value at fi rms that are embracing it. In 
fact, more than one-third of survey respondents report that their customers are already sharing their 
thoughts and opinions about their company on social networks, and 71% report that customers are 
now a critical source for innovative ideas for their companies.
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Who took the survey

The quantitative fi ndings presented in this report are 
based on an online survey conducted by the Economist 
Intelligence Unit in October 2010. A total of 391 
senior executives from a broad range of industries 

participated in the survey, of which 47% are C-suite or 
above. Around 30% of executives are based in Europe, 
26% in the US and Canada, 27% from the Asia-Pacifi c 
region, and the remainder from the Middle East and 
Africa. Participants also represent a wide cross-section 
of company sizes, with 25% posting annual revenue of 
over US$5bn per year. 

l Extracting a competitive edge from these new channels will require careful analysis of customer 
behaviour. Analysing the new patterns of customer interactions will not be easy, considering their 
high volume and frequency. Early adapters are already doing this. Given the many ways in which 
companies are interacting with customers, data will need to be shared more widely and analysed 
quickly so that the appropriate action can be taken. This presents a signifi cant challenge: just 52% of 
survey respondents are confi dent that their companies are using technology adequately to understand 
customers, and just over one-quarter believe that their companies are able to respond adequately to 
new business environments. 

l Organisations need to broaden their approach to market information. In the C-suite, this means 
that the CMO should consider how to integrate multi-channel customer feedback–including social 
networks, blogs and online communities—with conventional inputs. Marketing executives will need 
to be as comfortable interpreting these data as they are with traditional means of tracking customers. 
The CMO may need to train staff across the organisation to handle these tasks or set up a dedicated 
team to tackle the increasing fl ow of customer input.

l The CMO should partner with the CFO, and share information more frequently with the legal and 
risk departments. Currently, this link has been forged primarily in the heat of crisis, when companies 
are facing falling revenue or a situation that can harm the fi rm’s reputation. Smart competitors will 
pull fi nance, risk and marketing together as a matter of course to leverage customer inputs for wider 
benefi ts.
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The barrier between organisations and their customers, audiences and clients is becoming more 
permeable. Government agencies and private-sector fi rms alike are adapting to life as partners 

with their customers, and are rethinking how they approach customer strategies at all levels of their 
organisations. In addition to the more traditional methods used for gathering customer insight, including 
surveys and focus groups, call centres and e-mail, newer tools such as social networks and microblogging 
must be incorporated into the corporate strategy. 

Today’s information deluge is unprecedented in its size, breadth and fi gurative decibel level. Twitter, 
the microblogging site, has attracted thousands of corporate users, and is growing by 17% a month—
processing 90m tweets per day. Social networks and online communities are also expanding rapidly. Savvy 
companies know they have to sift, study and integrate this new information fl ow or risk missing critical 
patterns of over-the-horizon customer behaviour. 

As a result, organisations are adding a new dimension to how they identify their most valuable 
customers, prompting fundamental changes to the way they do business. Nearly 60% of survey 
respondents say that their fi rms are considering how to redefi ne customer value. This is refl ective of the 
evolving relationship between fi rms and their customers. Traditionally, Customer Service simply responded 
to enquiries and complaints. Now, many fi rms are more directly focused on promoting a relationship of co-
creation with their customers, encouraging ongoing engagement that not only strengthens brand loyalty 
but ultimately improves the company’s products, processes and overall strategy. 

Introduction 

Yes, we recently completed an initiative to redefine customer value

Yes, we are in the process of redefining how we ascertain customer value

No, but we are considering it

No, and we are not considering it

Don’t know

Has your company recently undertaken an effort to redefine customer value? 
(% respondents)

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, October 2010.

 7

 15

 43

 24

 11

Nearly 60% of 
survey respondents 
report that their 
fi rms are now 
considering how to 
redefi ne customer 
value.
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According to Philip Kotler, S.C. Johnson & Son Professor of International Marketing at Kellogg 
School of Management, at Northwestern University, this shift is a momentous one. New kinds of online 
interactions among consumers and organisations are developing at an unprecedented clip – and many of 
the interactions can be measured. Word-of-mouth, for example, has evolved from an amorphous notion to 
a factor can be subjected to metrics to gain concrete market insights.

Yet extracting tangible value from this trend, Mr Kotler warns, will be a signifi cant hurdle for CMOs. 
Finding customers who speak to large online audiences about a company isn’t all that diffi cult, he says; 
fi nding people who can actually sway sentiment is far more challenging. According to Mr Kotler, CMOs 
need to evolve “from looking at how popular an online commentator is to how infl uential an online 
community member is.” The beauty of today’s new communication tools is that these kinds of judgements 
can now be quantifi ed: Social media interactions can be captured and measured with greater specifi city 
and in real time as opposed to the more amorphous feedback that could be gathered from customer 
interactions in years past.

Nevertheless, clear wins remain diffi cult to measure. Dell, a US-based computer giant, saw roughly 
US$6m in new orders through its Twitter feed between early 2008 and the end of 2009. Its @DellOutlet 
Twitter channel now boasts 1.57m followers. This amounts to a success that none of its peers has 
matched. Yet extracting the strategic value of this unique sales channel—and incorporating that into an 
ongoing enterprise strategy—remains a work in progress. 

This is because rigorous tools and methods for analysing the data generated by these new channels 
are still developing, according to Zach Hofer-Shall, an analyst with Forrester Research, a US-based 
consultant. There is progress, but “we still have a few years of stumbling about.” Survey results support 
this: only about one-half of respondents are confi dent that their companies are using technology 
adequately to understand customers. Furthermore, only 28% of respondents say they are fl exible enough 
to respond to new business environments. From a strategic point of view, this is a signifi cant blind spot.

Face-to-face interaction

Telephone

E-mail

Web site

Social media (Facebook, Twitter, etc)

Mail

Instant messaging services

Other

What are the main ways your company interacts with its customers? 
(% respondents)

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, October 2010.

 60

 51

 41

 20

 5

 5

  1

 3
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The survey results point to an opportunity for companies to rethink not only how they determine 
customer value, but also how to put customers at the forefront of business operations. The good news 
is that most respondents say that their fi rms are already moving down this path. Around 55% of survey 
respondents agree that customer service is a universal responsibility within their organisations—meaning 
that customer interactions are no longer limited to sales, marketing, public relations and call centres. This 
is important because organisations need to monitor and analyse conversations wherever they take place. 
This will not be easy to accomplish, but Mr Hofer-Shall believes it can be done. The fi rst and paramount 
step is to integrate social media into existing marketing analyses to give executives a holistic picture of 
customer interactions. “If you only look at social media, you only learn about social media. You have to 
see the whole mix,” he says. 

About 55% of 
survey respondents 
say that 
customer service 
is a universal 
responsibility 
within their 
organisations
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T raditional methods of determining customer value have centred on somewhat blunt metrics. 
According to survey respondents, revenue (65%), customer profi tability (59%) and customer lifetime 

value (38%) are key data points. Less frequently cited metrics include frequency of purchase, share of 
wallet, and the number of customer referrals that come from the customer. Very few respondents say that 
their company tracks the size of a customer’s social network (6%), the frequency of a customer’s referral 
to the company on social networks or the number of “retweets” that mention their companies. 

Rethinking customer value

Revenue

Profitability

Customer lifetime value

Frequency of purchase

Share of wallet

Number of customer referrals that come from customer

The frequency of the customer’s referral to your company on social networks

The size of the customer’s social network

The frequency of “retweets” on social networks that mention our company

Other

What metrics does your company use to determine customer value? 
(% respondents)

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, October 2010.

 65

 59

 38

 36

 23

 22

 6

 6

  2

 5

Nevertheless, some standardised methods for analysing this kind of data are being developed. 
Recognising the corporate need to begin thinking about such strategies, an issue of MIT Sloan 
Management Review in late 2010 carried a matrix of about 80 individual interactive actions that 
organisations can measure—such as the volume of tweets about a brand, product reviews on an e-
commerce site or additions to “wish lists”, or how many “likes” a brand’s social networking page receives 
through the network of a customer. 
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According to analysts, an undertaking of this kind is more likely to be successful when the chief 
fi nancial offi cer (CFO), legal and risk departments are involved. The fi nance team can analyse data, and 
the risk and legal teams can determine the size and urgency of potential hazards—or opportunities—as a 
result. But achieving this kind of integration will not be easy. Peter Fader, professor of marketing at The 
Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, points out that CMOs historically have had tenuous 
relationships with CFOs—fi nance executives want hard numbers for everything, and traditional marketing 
is based largely on hard-to-measure relationships. 

Mr Fader recalls an earlier opportunity for CFOs and CMOs to have a meeting of minds—during the 1990s 
when e-commerce took hold on the Internet. “So much more became measurable at that point,” he says. 
Unfortunately, the opportunity to blend market behaviour with fi nancial analysis “was totally wasted.” 
And as Mr. Fader notes, history tends to repeat itself. It’s interesting, he adds, that, organisationally, 
“customer analytics is still under marketing, but very often the best number-crunching is in the fi nance 
department.”

Considering this, it is clear how the ability to analyse integrated market information quickly can give 
companies an important edge over their competitors. A Canadian brewer, Molson Coors, for example, is 
aggressively monitoring its customers’ use of online communications channels to stay ahead of consumer 
expectations. “We marry up our tracking online with our tracking of 1-800 calls and incoming e-mail 
enquiries,” explains Ferg Devins, the fi rm’s chief public affairs offi cer. The company then identifi es 
potential trends that may lead to a shift in strategy. “At the very least,” Mr Devins acknowledges, “you can 
be aware of a sentiment or opinion that is building.”

In addition, “customer service will become a competitive advantage in our business,” says Mr Devins. 
“Companies that will win are those that are seen to anticipate, respond and resolve customers’ needs 
in an authentic way.” He cites as an example a Canadian consumer who tweeted to Mr Devins publicly, 
complaining that the handle on his case of Coors Light beer had broken. In a reply, Mr Devins, responding 
to his Twitter feed of 5,000 followers, said that the company would investigate. But Mr Devins also took 
the opportunity to reach out to his larger audience, asking if any other customers experienced similar 
issues. In the end, it was determined to be an isolated incident, but the exercise underscored the 
company’s willingness to reach out to its customers and address issues proactively—and publicly. 

A US-based medical services group, Mayo Clinic, a global industry leader when it comes to savvy 
interactive marketing, is waiting for tools to mature before it puts a premium on analysis from its new 
engagement channels. Laurie Wilshusen, Mayo’s marketing director, says that while tools to analyse and 
integrate this kind of information exist and are maturing quickly, they are too blunt to be of much use 
yet. And the linguistics of health care engagements are especially tricky. “Algorithms see a ‘negative’ 
when someone posts, ‘I was in terrible pain, but they fi xed me right up,” she says. “A human needs to put 
that in context.”

In the meantime, Mayo Clinic recently created its Center for Social Media, which has a staff of 10, 
according to Lee Aase, director of Mayo Clinic’s Center for Social Media. The centre’s primary task is to 
train Mayo’s 56,000 employees and students on effective use of the new communication tools, as well as 
encouraging affi liates such as the American Hospital Association to participate. As for a more systematic 
approach to tracking customer sentiment, Mayo employs a contractor to track positive and negative 

“Companies that 
will win are those 
that are seen to 
anticipate, respond 
and resolve 
customers’ needs
in an authentic 
way.”  
Ferg Devins, chief public 
affairs offi cer, Molson Coors
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mentions of Mayo in the media and, more broadly, the blogs and social networks. Attention is paid to 
broad factors such as sentiment on social media, but none of that information has made it into formal 
organisation-wide performance appraisals. 

Nigel Dessau, chief marketing offi cer at Advanced Micro Devices (AMD), a US-based chip maker, agrees 
that getting a handle on these metrics is important, but challenging. He says his fi rm puts a high value on 
the integration of marketing information, but cautions that studying social media results in isolation will 
only teach executives how their fi rms’ interactions with customers are working—not how customer value 
is increasing.

Wharton’s Mr Fader says that organisations do not need to wait for the perfect set of analytical tools 
to begin measuring the rising level of customer engagement. He points to a well-known data mining 
technique called RFM (“R” stands for how recently a customer bought, “F” for frequency of purchase 
and “M” for how much money a customer spent). He said decisions today can—and should—be based on 
RFM analysis of traditional and interactive channels. A modifi cation of this technique, under which the 
monetary spend is replaced by time spent on a website, is also gaining ground among those seeking to 
extract more value from customer behaviour.

Ability to develop better products and services

Grow customer base

Tailor more successful marketing efforts

Increase share of wallet with customers

Determine levels of service for customers

Identify high-risk customers

Leverage customers in corporate marketing

Other

Don’t know

In your opinion, what would be the biggest benefits of having better metrics around customer value? 
(% respondents)

 57

 40

 24

 21

 21

 12

 4

 2

 3 Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, October 2010.

Very well – Most information is transparent and accessible across the firm

Well – Some information is transparent and accessible across the firm

Not very well – Little information is transparent and accessible across the firm

Poorly – Information exists mainly in departmental silos

Don’t know

In general, how well does your company share information across departments? 
(% respondents)

 18

 52

 26

 4

 1 Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, October 2010.
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But metrics and data collection and analysis are only part of the equation. Equally critical is ensuring 
that information is shared properly across the organisation, so that companies can upgrade processes and 
strategies. This is an area where companies need to improve their efforts. Only 18% of respondents agree 
that most information is transparent and accessible across their fi rms; 26% report that little information 
is transparent and accessible. 
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For organisations that have started to grapple with these issues, the result often leads to radical 
change. One of the more telling examples is Toyota Motor Corp., whose corporate policy traditionally 

dictated that all employees refrain from communicating with customers. This changed in August 2009, 
when Toyota vehicles in the US began experiencing unintended acceleration.

Toyota Motor Sales USA, the unit directly involved with the problem, geared up a standard response 
plan. But the signals coming back showed that consumers and the media were quickly growing critical of 
the carmaker. Upon analysis, it was apparent that a large segment of its target market saw Toyota as aloof, 
anonymous and dissembling. 

Toyota took an unorthodox step: it put key Toyota executives on Digg Dialogue, a website that allows 
users to put questions to luminaries or leaders, and Tweet Chat, a channel of the popular Twitter social 
network. These actions, according to Bill Fay, group vice-president of marketing, began to ameliorate the 
situation. “Though we continued to speak to our customers, we weren’t listening as intently as we should 
have been, and these channels allowed for additional feedback,” says Mr Fay. That clear communication 
from the top echelons of the company also helped to drive the notion of customer centricity throughout 
the organisation. 

Developing a more attuned ear to customer feedback benefi ts fi rms in myriad ways beyond resolving 
complaints. In fact, 75% of respondents cite customers as a “critical” source of innovative ideas for their 
companies, and 46% say they “often engage in customer co-creation”. American Express is one such 
company. The fi nancing fi rm’s traditional product development process was turned inside out when it 
decided to set up a social network of people under 40 to create collectively a new charge card. The result 
was a gambolling, unfettered community focused on how customers would prefer to fi nance purchases, 
and led to a new product—the Zync card. Zync cardholders can pick “packs” of spending rewards that 
appeal to what they like to buy—a pack of rewards related to music, for example. Amex is not saying how 
many Zync owners it has, but its Facebook page has more than 132,000 followers. The fi nancial fi rm has 
created a follow-on social network for Zync owners and a select group of potential cardholders to continue 
refi ning the charge card. 

For Lenovo, a global PC maker, customer input from online communities has been similarly valuable. 
In 2009 the company unilaterally decided to discontinue its ThinkVantage System Update, which 
automatically downloaded Lenovo software updates for Think-branded PCs. This meant that with the 

Driving internal change

“Though we 
continued to 
speak to our 
customers, we 
weren’t listening 
as intently as we 
should have been.”
Bill Fay, group vice-president 
of marketing, Toyota
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exception of alerts for critical updates that are delivered through a different download tool, customers 
had to check Lenovo’s site continually to see if updates had been created. The reaction from customers 
on social networks was swift and unequivocal: return the discontinued update tool. Not only did Lenovo 
perform an about-face, it has since created a new version of the ThinkVantage System Update. It has also 
taught executives an important lesson about using customer feedback to validate decisions strategically—
which now happens on a more consistent basis.

For Dr John Noseworthy M.D., president and CEO of Mayo Clinic, tracking the customer through new 
communication tools translates into a recognisable increase in a fi rm’s customer base—and its revenue. 
Even though Mayo depends heavily on word-of-mouth recommendations, administrators were surprised 
when tools like YouTube began to bring in signifi cant numbers of new patients. The advantages reported 
by Mayo are both strategic and tactical. For example, Dr Ruben Mesa, a blood cancer specialist at Mayo, 
posted a 10-minute video about an uncommon affl iction called myelofi brosis. The video was shared in 
myelofi brosis patient communities, and dozens of out-of-state patients came to see Dr Mesa as a result. 

CASE STUDY: “The Global Boutique”

When customers start interacting with products they love, good 
things can happen. This was the case with Australia-based LaRoo, 
a privately held maker of mobile-phone accessories founded six 
years ago by Lara Solomon, a former brand manager with Conair, SC 
Johnson and Vidal Sassoon.

Ms Solomon hit on a product idea that was both quirky and 
inexpensive—colourful sock-like covers for mobile devices, which she 
dubbed Mocks. The products are made in China but are small enough 
to send anywhere in the world, and thanks to the easy ability to tap 
online communities, LaRoo has gone global rapidly. In the last few 

years, it has built up a surprisingly large online community—the 
Mocks Facebook page has nearly 17,000 followers. LaRoo’s annual 
top line sales are about US$1m, and the fi rm has sold 1.6m Mocks to 
date. LaRoo’s marketing budget is AS$100,000, one-half of which 
goes to social media. Given her widely dispersed customer base, she 
calls her company a “global boutique”.

“A lot of companies don’t know how to integrate social media into 
a marketing plan,” she says. And data from interactive channels are 
“just sheer numbers” until they are linked to traditional channels. 
Ms Solomon and her three employees manually monitor customer 
interaction and hold contests to encourage repeat business and 
boost customer loyalty. The company is quickly developing a cult-like 
following: one customer recently purchased 250 Mocks. “That amazed 
me,” says Ms Solomon.

Agree Disagree

Social media has fundamentally changed how my company thinks about its customer strategy

Customers are a critical source for innovative ideas for our company

We do an excellent job of collecting and addressing customer feedback

We often engage in customer co-creation

We have a method of identifying our most profitable customers that goes beyond how much they spend with us

Our employees are empowered to resolve customer issues wherever they arise

Our company does an excellent job of resolving customer issues

Do you agree or disagree with the following statements about your company’s customer strategy?
(% respondents)

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, October 2010.

 22 78

 75 25

 52 48

 46 54

 54 46

 74 26

 71 29



© Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 2011

Redefi ning customer value
Corporate strategies for the social web 

14

These new approaches allow different parts of the organisation to respond to customers and 
stakeholders in ways not previously possible. For example, getting an integrated picture of critical 

situations, often involving social media, is “a confi dence issue for me,” says Admiral Gary Roughead, chief 
of naval operations. When a fl ood in early 2010 inundated much of a US Navy support base in Tennessee, 
he supplemented offi cial reports with social media updates posted by personnel on Facebook. 

“I was getting terrifi c information from my commanders,” says Admiral Roughead, but “all the 
communications coming up the chain wouldn’t have delivered” what he got from the base’s Facebook 
page. “It was a window on the base” showing him “softer” factors, such as service personnel’s sentiment 
about relief efforts, which played a major role in his decision-making. 

Turning risks into opportunities

CASE STUDY: The “transparent” US Navy

Until about two years ago, the US Navy was like most 
large organisations involved with social media—it 
primarily used social networks to tell the world about 
itself. But suddenly, with one dramatic crisis, the 
brass decided that the Navy must actively engage 
people through such channels. It was 2009, and four 
Somali pirates were fl eeing their bungled hijacking 
of an American-fl agged ship after the USS Bainbridge 
interrupted the theft. The pirates, in a commandeered 
lifeboat, held hostage Richard Phillips, captain of the 
attacked ship. Navy sharpshooters killed three of the 
pirates in one stroke, ending the crisis.

Social networks lit up with opinion, concern and 
criticism during the four-day ordeal. Until that time 
the Navy had been using social media—primarily 
Twitter—as a broadcast and listening tool, but 
personnel watching the online conversations saw that 
they needed to be more engaged. They waited until 

the captain had been saved to join the conversation in 
earnest.

Following that incident, Chief of Naval Operations 
Admiral Gary Roughead ordered interactive media to 
be integrated into the organisation’s overall public 
communication and recruiting efforts. Admiral 
Roughead realised not only that the Navy needed to 
participate in how its brand was perceived online but, 
equally important, that there was a lot to gain by being 
able to track its brand rather than to track the channels 
themselves.

Today, the Navy’s marketing efforts are aimed at 
generating recruits and on retaining service personnel. 
For instance, the Navy’s NavyForMoms.com, provides 
a forum in which parents can ask advice of each other 
and questions of the service. It had about 42,000 
members in 1,400 groups and 8,200 blog posts at 
the end of 2010. While not the only tool for retaining 
sailors and keeping their families happy, social media 
is a potent and growing tool used to accomplish both 
tasks.
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AMD, meanwhile, analysed the external market signals it was getting and saw a growing demand 
from its external audience for more information on products still in development. “We can no longer 
communicate only when the product launch cycle dictates,” says Mr Dessau. As a result, over the last 
year the fi rm’s public relations and marketing teams have focused on becoming “content creators and 
engagers” who communicate with customers throughout the course of development of a new product. 

22

45

33

is considered more of a risk than an opportunity

is considered more of an opportunity than a risk

is not a consideration

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, October 2010.

What do C-level decision-makers at your company think of social media in general? 
Choose the statement that best applies. Social media…
(% respondents)

“We can no longer 
communicate only 
when the product 
launch cycle 
dictates.” 
Nigel Dessau, chief 
marketing offi cer, Advanced 
Micro Devices
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There is little doubt that technology will continue to reshape customer value as today’s new interactive 
channels grow more sophisticated and the tools to monitor customer behaviour develop. But exactly 

how—and how fast—these changes take place will depend on the efforts of an individual organisation and 
its particular needs. 

What will these efforts look like in the future? Some envision a process by which executives can measure 
how their customers act as brand ambassadors—tracking how often customers recommend products and 
services, write reviews, or offer insight about products still in development. Perhaps executives will fi nd 
a means to measure not only how often a customer recommends products, but the actual infl uence of 
the customer on his or her peer network. These indicators, in addition to more traditional metrics, can 
provide a more holistic view to help executives determine which customers are critically valuable to their 
companies. 

None of this will be easy, but the benefi ts of taking action are clear. “The CMO needs to understand the 
lifelong value of customers instead of just collecting every data point,” says Mr Fader of Wharton. Going 
forward, fully integrating a company’s marketing efforts will be the only way to re-envision customer 
value. He and other experts are reluctant to say how soon this kind of integration will occur, given the 
technical and organisational complexity of the task. This means that companies that are able to overstep 
these barriers will see benefi ts long before their competitors. 

Executives that are looking to take a new approach in this area should consider the following:

l Take monitoring customer activity on social networks to the next level. Think about how to begin 
tracking referrals to products and services, incorporating them into the company’s customer service 
strategy. Start with a small, specifi c product around which a strategy can be tested and honed.

l Think about the scalability of such efforts. At the moment, companies experimenting in this 
area are relying on a few employees to dig out insights. But as companies develop strategies, and 
as information from these new channels proliferates, executives will need tools and processes to 
interpret and disseminate the data in a more formal way. 

Conclusion: Envisioning the future
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l Ensure that customer insights are shared with the internal departments that can most benefi t. 
Too often, customer comments on how to improve products and services are lost in call centre 
databases. Getting that feedback to R&D, fi nance, marketing or other departments helps to drive 
home the customer-centricity message.

l Encourage employees to connect with customers directly. Consider tapping someone to track these 
efforts and internally publicise key examples to show the benefi ts of making customer service a shared 
responsibility across the enterprise.

l Bring the fi nance, marketing, legal and risk departments together. While this may seem like 
a daunting task, the CMO has an opportunity to provide signifi cant insight to critical areas of the 
business. Involving risk, legal and fi nance can ensure that all the strategic bases are covered to 
address a potential risk or opportunity.   
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Appendix: Survey results
Percentages may not add to 100% due to rounding or the ability of respondents to choose multiple responses.

43

41

13

3

Ahead of peers

On par with peers

Behind peers

Don’t know

How would you rate your company’s recent financial 
performance compared with that of your peers?
(% respondents)

Very well – Most information is transparent and accessible across the firm

Well – Some information is transparent and accessible across the firm

Not very well – Little information is transparent and accessible across the firm

Poorly – Information exists mainly in departmental silos

Don’t know

In general, how well does your company share information 
across departments? 
(% respondents)

 18

 52

 26

 4

1

Very well – We have a centralised system and process to monitor 
customer behaviour company-wide

Well – All departments monitor customer behaviour, 
though their practices could be improved

Not very well – Only some departments monitor customer behaviour

Poorly – There are no systems in place for monitoring customer behaviour

Don't know

How well do you think your company uses technology 
to understand its customers? 
(% respondents)

 11

 41

 39

 9

1

Top quartile (we are better than 75% of competitors)

Somewhat above average (top 50%)

About average

Somewhat below average (bottom 50%)

Bottom quartile (we are worse than 75% of competitors)

How would you rate your company’s use of customer 
information compared with your competitors?
(% respondents)

 17

 32

 37

 11

 3



19 Economist Intelligence Unit 2011

Appendix
Survey results

Redefi ning customer value
Corporate strategies for the social web 

prides itself on being a flexible organisation that adapts quickly 
and effectively to a changing business environment

often changes processes to meet changing market needs, 
but the changes often do not produce the desired results

is slow to change processes and does so after much deliberation

relies on proven processes and deviates from them rarely if ever

Don’t know

Which statement best applies to your company’s ability to 
adopt new enterprise wide processes? My company…
(% respondents)

 28

 35

 34

 4

0

22

45

33

is considered more of 
a risk than an 
opportunity

is considered more of 
an opportunity than 
a risk

is not a consideration

What do C-level decision-makers at your company think of 
social media in general? Choose the statement that best 
applies. Social media…
(% respondents)

Completely customer-focused

Mainly customer-focused

Equally focused on both product and customer

Mainly product-focused

Completely product-focused

Would you describe your company as mainly customer-focused 
or product focused? 
(% respondents)

 17

 33

 29

 19

     2

Face-to-face interaction

Telephone

E-mail

Web site

Social media (Facebook, Twitter, etc)

Mail

Instant messaging services

Other

What are the main ways your company interacts with its 
customers? Select up to two. 
(% respondents)

 60

 51

 41

 20

 5

 5

1

 3

Telephone

E-mail

Face-to-face interaction

Web site

Mail

Social media (Facebook, Twitter, etc)

Instant messaging services

Other

What are the main ways that customers prefer to 
communicate feedback about your company? Select up to two.
(% respondents)

 52

 51

 50

 13

 7

 6

2

 3
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Agree Disagree

Overall, our customers would agree that we provide excellent service from our company

Our customers are increasingly sharing their thoughts and opinions about our company on social networks

We have a solid, growing base of loyal customers

Our customer base is increasingly more international than domestic

Our customers do not want to engage with us through social networks

Our customers are becoming an important source for new customer leads

Do you agree or disagree with the following statements about your customers?
(% respondents)

 80 20

 34 66

 77 23

 52 48

 57 43

 71 29

significantly improved customer relationships

somewhat improved customer relationships

neither improved nor weakened customer relationships

weakened customer relationships

significantly weakened customer relationships

How has social media affected your relationship with 
customers? Social media has… 
(% respondents)

 6

 25

 68

1

1

Revenue

Profitability

Customer lifetime value

Frequency of purchase

Share of wallet

Number of customer referrals that come from customer

The frequency of the customer’s referral to your company on social networks

The size of the customer’s social network

The frequency of “retweets” on social networks that mention our company

Other

What metrics does your company use to determine customer 
value? Select all that apply.
(% respondents)

 65

 59

 38

 36

 23

 22

 6

 6

 2

 5

12

11

40

37

Yes, and it was 
successful

Yes, but it did not 
achieve the 
expected results

No, though we 
have considered it

No, and we have 
not considered 
doing so

Within the past 18 months, has your company launched a 
marketing campaign that included social media in its strategy?
(% respondents)

is part of every employee’s responsibility, regardless of their department

is a core competency for my company

is handled only by our call centres

is not a priority for my company

Which of the following statements about customer service 
best applies to your company? Customer service… 
(% respondents)

 55

 27

 12

 5
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Agree Disagree

Social media has fundamentally changed how my company thinks about its customer strategy

Customers are a critical source for innovative ideas for our company

We do an excellent job of collecting and addressing customer feedback

We often engage in customer co-creation

We have a method of identifying our most profitable customers that goes beyond how much they spend with us

Our employees are empowered to resolve customer issues wherever they arise

Our company does an excellent job of resolving customer issues

Do you agree or disagree with the following statements about your company’s customer strategy?
(% respondents)

 22 78

 75 25

 52 48

 46 54

 54 46

 74 26

 71 29

45

43

12

Yes

No

Don’t know

Does your company have a defined, enterprise-wide strategy 
for tracking customer insights, complaints and identifying 
potential risks?
(% respondents)

CEO

Chief customer officer, VP of strategy or equivalent

COO

CMO

CIO

Other

Who is directly responsible for this initiative? 
(% respondents)

 33

 25

 17

 9

 6

 11

Very effective

Effective

Neither effective nor ineffective

Ineffective

Very ineffective

How effective would you say this effort has been? 
(% respondents)

 22

 59

 15

 4

0

Yes, we recently completed an initiative to redefine customer value

Yes, we are in the process of redefining how we ascertain customer value

No, but we are considering it

No, and we are not considering it

Don’t know

Has your company recently undertaken an effort to redefine 
customer value? 
(% respondents)

 7

 15

 43

 24

 11
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Ability to develop better products and services

Grow customer base

Tailor more successful marketing efforts

Increase share of wallet with customers

Determine levels of service for customers

Identify high-risk customers

Leverage customers in corporate marketing

Other

Don’t know

In your opinion, what would be the biggest benefits of having 
better metrics around customer value? Select up to two.
(% respondents)

 57

 40

 24

 21

 21

 12

 4

2

 3

1 Extremely critical       2       3       4 5 Not at all critical

Sales

Marketing

Finance

Risk

Research & development

Customer service

Public relations

Legal

Which departments are most critical in determining the metrics by which customer value is assessed? 
Please rank on a scale of 1-5, where 1 = Extremely critical and 5 = Not at all critical.
(% respondents)

 53 26 12 3 5

 46 31 16 4 4

 16 26 35 16 7

 14 25 35 16 10

 22 29 30 10 9

 54 28 11 4 3

 23 31 25 12 9

 9 17 32 22 21

Asia-Pacific

North America

Western Europe

Middle East and Africa

Latin America

Eastern Europe

In which region are you personally based? 
(% respondents)

 27

 26

 25

 8

 7

 7

47

13

15

8

17

$500m or less

$500m to $1bn

$1bn to $5bn

$5bn to $10bn

$10bn or more

What are your company’s annual global revenues 
in US dollars?  
(% respondents)
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Financial services

Professional services

Healthcare, pharmaceuticals and biotechnology

Manufacturing

IT and technology, Consumer goods

Government/Public sector

Retailing

Entertainment, media and publishing

Energy and natural resources, Telecommunications, 
Construction and real estate

Chemicals, Transportation travel and tourism, Education, 
Logistics and distribution, Agriculture and agribusiness

Aerospace/Defence, Automotive

What is your primary industry? 
(% respondents)

14

12

12

10

8

6

5

4

3

2

1

Board member

CEO/President/Managing director

CFO/Treasurer/Comptroller

CIO/Technology director

Other C-level executive

SVP/VP/Director

Head of business unit

Head of department

Manager

Other

Which of the following best describes your job title? 
(% respondents)

 5

 24

 7

 4

 7

 12

 5

 11

 18

 7

General management

Finance

Strategy and business development

IT

Marketing and sales

Risk

Operations and production

Customer service

Procurement

Supply-chain management

R&D

Legal

Human resources

Information and research

Other

What are your main functional role? 
(% respondents)

 19

 12

 12

 12

 10

 8

 5

 4

 4

 4

 3

 2

 2

 2

 2
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Whilst every effort has been taken to verify the accuracy 
of this information, neither The Economist Intelligence 
Unit Ltd. nor the sponsors of this report can accept any 
responsibility or liability for reliance by any person on 
this white paper or any of the information, opinions or 
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