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Stories of Customer Pioneers
Some companies are great for customers – not only do they care but they
change whole markets to work better for the customers they serve. Think of
Amazon, easyJet and Sky. They make things easier and improve what really
matters – obvious, surely? They have also enjoyed huge business success,
growing and making plenty of money.
The Customer Copernicus answers the question that follows – if it’s obvious
and attractive why is it so rare? And then it answers a second question,
because Tesco, O2 and Wells Fargo were like this once. Why, having
mastered it, would you ever stop? Because all three did, and two ended up
in court.
In The Customer Copernicus book we explain how to become and how
to stay customer-led, making things better for customers by going first,
into uncharted territory. We tell the stories of 18 different organisations
who have each become what we call customer pioneers, a shorthand
description of the kinds of customer-led successes at the heart of our work.

Customer-Led Success Stories – Glasgow Neonatal Unit
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Customer Copernican Examples
Beyond the Book

The Customer Copernicus
Framework - How to be Customer-led

There are a great many stories about customer
pioneers that we couldn’t fit into the book. This is a
series through which we can share them, showing
how the framework we developed in writing the
book can be illustrated with a growing collection of
shining, fresh and interesting examples.

We have learned that the crucial element explaining it
all is belief – people’s shared beliefs about what matters
inside an organisation, not a clever measurement
technique or a magical structure. It is cultural but more
precise than just‘a customer-led culture’. Building the
relevant beliefs takes a particular kind of leadership,
helping people across an organisation change deeply
held shared-but-unspoken assumptions…

Of course not everyone reading these will have read
the book. Even those who have won’t remember
every detail. So this note is a foreword to the series, to
each of the stories explaining the essential elements
of the journey from conventional self-interest, seeing
the world from the inside-out, to genuine customerled pioneering leadership, seeing and believing in a
world that works from the outside-in.

•

From a starting point that is natural but not
customer-led based on looking from the insideout, prioritising the organisation’s success,
targets and agenda over that of customer

•

To one that is not natural, where success is defined
by making things better for customers having
understood what matters most to them, one
that presumes doing well for them will also work
out well for the organisation. These beliefs are
outside-in
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The journey from inside-out to
outside-in goes through four stages
1. Burningness. Organisations only start
this journey when the people involved feel
burningness – the current situation is on fire,
conventional action untenable if they are
to succeed. Burningness has three possible
causes – pain, fear or ambition, and that is in
descending order of effectiveness. Pain is most
commonly good at creating these conditions
because things are going wrong, visibly,
viscerally, now. No one can argue that action
must be taken that is bold. Fear is a step less
convincing because things are fine now, it’s
just that they are clearly going to get worse at
some point in the future. Ambition is the least
likely cause of burningness to work. This is not
because it is weak – far from it. It’s because it has
to come entirely from within. There is no crisis
visible and instead the leader or the leading
team has a burning desire to reach somewhere
further on, somewhere seriously stretching.
2. A first Moment of Belief. Stories and the
like don’t change people’s shared beliefs.
Only seeing something real that works, clearly
contradicting the prevailing assumptions,
is strong enough to start the process. In this
case it means seeing a customer-led initiative,
obviously good for customers but clearly costly
and risky for the organisation, actually work.
Only the presence of burningness got them to
try it in the first place. Seeing it not just benefit

customers but also work for the organisation
is convincing and shared-belief-challenging.
We call this a Moment of Belief, like a moment
of truth but with the effect of shifting at least
some individuals’ unspoken assumptions.
3. A flow of Moments of Belief. Having
seen something counterintuitive work once,
confidence grows that something similar might
work again. So a second initiative is tried with
a little more confidence. When that works the
third follows and so on, eventually broadening
the scope of customer-led activity. People across
the organisation see a pattern emerging –‘every
time we do something great for customers it
works for us too’. It becomes the way to impress
others, get a pat on the back or promotion
4. Sustaining the Outside-In belief system.
Once the organisation is a customer-led success
the shared beliefs still need attention. It remains
unnatural to have widely shared assumptions
that customers really do come first, ahead of
hitting the quarterly numbers. So the leaders
need to pay attention to their belief system
and its health, and ensure a continual flow of
Moments of Belief to keep showing people‘this
is the way we do things around here.’
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An analogy and some illustrations
might help to bring this journey to life
Imagine the business is a planet and customers are
floating in space, free to make choices between
alternative offers from different planets or businesses.
The people who serve customers are on the surface of
the planet, in touch with customers, but the leaders
are buried right at the core. They literally look at the
world from the inside outwards, with the customer
view obscured by layers of people, departments,
issues and the like.

Then add the idea of gravity – the bigger the
organisation gets the stronger gravity pulls leaders in,
keeping them anchored to their internal perspectives.

Escaping from the company’s pull, lifting off from the
planet is hard. It needs rocket fuel and a multi-stage
rocket – successive Moments of Belief – to get to
escape velocity and up into an outside-in orbit.

Having got there, staying there, maintaining orbit,
is just as hard. The gravitational pull continues,
relentlessly pulling the leaders down, and unless they
actively resist – more rocket bursts, more Moments of
Belief – then they will lose momentum…

…start to fall from orbit and eventually crash back
down to earth. They become inside-out again, often
with a bump. This is the natural arc of a customer-led
company.
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The Customer Pioneer stories that follow
The organisations described are diverse in sector and type, including a
neonatal care unit, an asset manager, a public sector operator of a city’s
transport system and businesses, both established and more naturally
digital.
All have achieved customer-led success, pioneering in their own sectors and
worlds, confounding the established beliefs about how business should be
done.
We hope you enjoy reading about them as much as we’ve enjoyed hearing
about them. And maybe ultimately your own organisation might join their
ranks. We’d love to hear from you if so.
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