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Introduction

We are in a transitional period between a traditional economy and a 
digital economy; we are neither fully traditional, nor fully digital. Digital 
innovation surrounds us, excites us, threatens us, inspires us, and para-
lyzes us. Which of those verbs you feel comfortable with depends a lot 
on the world you have grown up in. Millennials are excited and inspired; 
many Gen Xers are less so. 

What is remarkable about this transition is the nature of digital innova-
tion itself and the people who embrace it. Forty years ago the people 
who embraced digital innovation were engineers and programmers, 
those who received university degrees that enabled them to swim in the 
deep waters of mainframe, minicomputers, and serious microcomput-
ers. To them an Apple II computer, or a Macintosh operating system 
were pretenders, not really serious computing machines. It was an exclu-
sive world, a club of high knowledge buyers who understood and loved 
sophisticated technology. The icons of this long era were IBM, Hewlett-
Packard, Microsoft, and Dell in computers, and Motorola, Blackberry, 
and Nokia in mobile devices.

However, in the middle of the decade of the 2000s, digital changed in 
profound ways that upended the world of innovation, of consumer buy-
ing and purchasing, and as we will see in this book, upended the world 
of brand management and marketing. A new digital paradigm emerged 
grounded in intuitive and broadly accessible innovation  principles—
simplicity, easy to use, delightful to experience, and engaging. The 
icons of this new era were Apple, Google, Amazon, Uber, Instagram, 
Facebook, Twitter—with a penchant for extremely meaningful digital 
innovation made accessible to everyone. Google published its manifesto 
as constitutional principles of the new guard: Innovation comes from 
 everywhere; Focus on the user; Aim to be 10 times better; and Bet on 
 technical insights—the top 4.

Apple deliberately created an “App Store” that shattered software  barriers, 
opening up computer programming to entrepreneurial developers. 
These digital innovators created simple and tiny apps that would have 
been scoffed at just a decade ago, that worked on small and  simply ele-
gant mobile devices. What an app did was limited in function, but it did 
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it extremely well with intuitive insight and, most important,  functional 
simplicity. An app was accessible to everyone with a mobile device, 
and the proletarian masses embraced apps, and mobile, in stunning 
 market-driven ways. And digital innovation itself, once the  bastion of 
elite  universities and large corporations, now emerged from college dorm 
rooms, from simple startups that failed as often as they  succeeded—but 
made hundreds of thousands of dollars in days or weeks, because their 
intuitive digital ideas were instantly downloaded from an app store for 
free, and embraced by the masses.

This mass market embrace of simple digital innovation by large con-
sumer populations across the globe has empowered consumers in ways 
never seen before. They are captivated by newfound digital solutions 
that engage and delight; and emboldened too in their expectations that 
all brands, products, and services must now embrace the same broadly 
accepted standards of simplicity, ease of use, delightful to experience, 
and engaging.

However, many brand marketers remain grounded in the traditional 
economy—especially the marketing leaders who have accumulated time 
and tenure and gradually risen in seniority to the top of their profession. 
Their traditional voice is influential on brand management, product 
design, and consumer marketing. They seek to retain hierarchical power, 
and control large reservoirs of market resources and investment capital. 

This book is about the clash between these two forces. Consumers 
have no power individually, but collectively have become remarkably 
empowered to literally threaten the established order of the traditional 
economy—not in decades, but in years. My team and I have explored 
this issue thoroughly, have researched consumers and marketers, inter-
viewed brand managers, sought the insights and expertise of leaders in 
the field, and looked for best practices wherever we could find them. We 
share them with you in this book.

It has been a fascinating, illuminating, and delightful journey. 

Now together, let’s move on to Chapter One.

— Jerry Smith
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1
The Age of the Customer

A tectonic shift is taking place as the economy transforms into 
the digital economy of the twenty-first century. Clearly visible 
on the surface, but still not well understood by many brand 

marketers, is a struggle for power and influence between companies, 
marketers, and brands on the one hand, and consumers, customers, and 
their government agencies on the other. We see not-so-subtle symptoms 
in surprising corners of the corporate world; for example, Microsoft lay-
ing off thousands of employees in its mobile phone business, purchased 
from Nokia only a year ago—once the dominant brand in mobile phones 
in the early 2000s—as Microsoft tries to transform itself from a desktop 
computer brand into a cloud computing or mobile brand.

We see the struggle too in a faraway corner of the digital world where 
a lone programmer, Marco Arment, created a mobile app, called Peace, 
that filtered out mobile ads and personal online tracking on apps and 
websites. Mobile ads slow down page loads, drain battery power, and 
waste data bandwidth, and they open the door to malware and fraud. 
At $2.99 it instantly shot up to #1 in the US Apple App Store—where it 
remained for 36 hours. But Marco removed his app just as quickly as he 
put it up. Why? Because it had the potential to destroy the profit poten-
tial of many small (and large) mobile developers and brands—because 
these brands fundamentally rely on mobile advertising. Marco framed 
his pivotal move in prescient terms—as a small but significant cog in a 
war between consumers and advertisers:

Ad-blocking is a kind of war—a first-world, low-stakes, both-sides-are-
fortunate-to-have-this-kind-of-problem war, but a war nonetheless, 
with damage hitting both sides. I see war in the Tao Te Ching sense: it 
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should be avoided when possible; when that isn’t possible, war should be 
entered solemnly, not celebrated.1

The instant popularity of Peace—like the market success of Uber, 
Instagram, or Tumblr (also created by Arment)—demonstrates the 
vast market power being accumulated by consumers as they move 
about with ease in a mobile and nimble world of rapidly changing and 
disintegrating digital technology. Yet the struggle between marketer 
and customer is not about technology per se—digital technology is 
merely an enabler. Consumers don’t care whether Apple’s iOS mobile 
platform, or Google’s Android, or the Windows Phone, or BlackBerry 
platforms win or lose. Or whether their solution is cloud based, 
or mobile. What they care about is getting things done—searching, 
sharing, solving, trying, buying—and achieving the outcomes they want 
simply, effortlessly, and delightfully. The implications of this shifting 
mindset for most marketers and brands will be defining and historic, 
and will be clearly evident within five years.

The Empowered Customer
The thesis of this book is that discriminating customers have never 
before been as empowered to take control of the customer–brand 

relationship—due to the confluence 
of three transformational market 
forces (see Figure 1.1). 

Search Knowledge. Search engines 
Google, Bing, Yahoo, Ask, or AOL 
enable customers to effortlessly shop, 
search, and compare information 
on any product or service—new, 
existing, or obsolete—to obtain 
replacement parts, to access product 
information (manuals, operating 
instructions), and to obtain advice 
from social message forums, product 
use forums, and “how-to” videos on 

 1. Marco Arment, “Just Doesn’t Feel Good,” September 18, 2015, Marco.org, 
http://www.marco.org/2015/09/18/just-doesnt-feel-good. 

Search
Knowledge

Mobile
Agility

Social
Power

Figure 1.1 The Empowered 
Customer

http://www.marco.org/2015/09/18/just-doesnt-feel-good
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YouTube channels. Because of their search knowledge, customers have 
the power to demand better performing products and services, and 
more favorable prices.
Mobile Agility. Mobile platforms such as Apple iOS, Android, 
BlackBerry, or Microsoft Windows facilitate access to the vast trove of 
online information regardless of geographic location—on site at retail 
comparing a retailer’s prices with other competing retailers, or using 
GPS to suggest nearby shopping alternatives. Because of their mobile 
agility, customers have the power to substitute immediate and proximal 
product and service alternatives, dramatically leveraging their ability to 
negotiate prices and product/service preferences.
Social Power. Facebook, Google+, Twitter, Reddit, Tumblr, LinkedIn, 
YouTube, Pinterest, Path, or Pheed enable buyers to share, counsel, blog, 
seek advice, and engage in social dialogue with persons never before 
met, simultaneously in nearby and distant places, but with common 
interests and goals, at this very moment in time. Because they are 
socially connected, customers have greater power to demand equity and 
fairness vis-à-vis other customers in the brand community, and to pose 
the imminent threat of broadcasting brand failures—as well as brand 
successes.
These forces are creating a new generation of high-knowledge buyers, 
who know as much or more than marketers about what it is they are 
buying. They know more than retail salespersons, more than telephone or 
chat support representatives, and often know more than the manufacturer 
or factory marketers themselves—because these high-knowledge buyers 
know of competitors across the global or the local Internet economy that 
the manufacturer had never thought of. The knowledge of these newly 
empowered customers affects everything about the way they buy—their 
price sensitivity, what they value, the type of information they process, the 
comparative shopping they do, and their expectations for performance, 
service, and experience.
I had an important wedding anniversary this year—all are important 
of course, but this one was extra special and I wanted to create a real 
surprise and buy a new wedding ring. I spent time online to check out 
the website of a local jeweler that I had done business with over the 
years, and found a perfect ring. After emailing the webpage to myself, 
I went to the jeweler’s retail store to purchase the ring. In store, the 
saleswoman cheerfully said “Of course, do you have the item number?” 
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I had better than the item number: I pulled out my iPhone, opened 
Gmail, and showed her my mobile screen: “Here it is right here. This 
is your webpage with the picture of the ring and its information.” The 
saleswoman went into the backroom and returned with a selection of 
rings: “I can’t find that particular one but here is a selection of other 
rings that look a lot like that one.” Really? I explained why this was the 
ring I wanted—it was simply the one. “Why don’t you just order it,” 
I said. She went into the backroom again, returned and said: “That 
manufacturer no longer lists that ring on their website, but let me 
research it and get back to you.” 
She got points for offering to help, but failed in the execution: Their 
website was wrong, and her selling assumptions were just out of date. 
I had already spent hours online finding the perfect ring—the type, 
style, color, carat, clarity—and price. Why go through that all over again 
in a few minutes in the store? She emailed me eight days later saying 
that she still couldn’t find that ring but had found yet another just like 
it. But I had already gone online again, found my perfect ring at another 
Internet jeweler—for less money. The ring arrived in two days and the 
anniversary was a total success. But my customer relationship with that 
local jeweler will never be the same—because of the transformational 
impact of digital. This customer had embraced omni-channel shop-
ping (instant availability through various channels and retailers)—with 
expectations of a seamless experience online, mobile, and in-store—and 
anticipated immediate satisfaction, even delight. This retailer just had 
no clue what omni-channel meant, tethered to the old computer in the 
backroom and trying to sell their limited inventory of in-store rings.

In discussing the millennial generation’s expectations of seamlessness, 
Accenture said: “We define seamlessness as the ability to deliver a 
consistently personalized, on-brand experience for each individual 
customer, at every touchpoint—anytime and anywhere.”2 They identify 
four components of a seamless customer-facing retail experience:

 1. Customize brand offerings across channels in the ways millen-
nials want, which typically boils down to providing better, faster, 
and more memorable service.

 2. “Who are the Millennial Shoppers? And What Do They Really Want?” Accenture, 
2015, 6.
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 2. Integrate operational elements so that the brand can have a single 
“conversation” with customers, not one that changes from smart-
phone to PC to physical store.

 3. IT platforms should be integrated to unify their sources of data 
and boost cross-channel transparency.

 4. Team up with technology, data, analytics, and process partners 
to provide the service performance millennials want because 
they will not be able to deliver it all themselves. As a result, suc-
cessful players are collaborating to strengthen their customer 
value propositions. For instance, a third-party logistics provider 
can supply same-day delivery services for online purchases, 
enabling retailers to offer a service customers want without 
having to invest in an expanded delivery fleet or new routing 
capabilities.3

Digital has a more elemental influence on customers because of what 
they now can do. Customers who are digitally enabled feel a sense of 
new engagement, of having access to whole new capabilities that are 
empowering, and they want to use them, to play with them, to experi-
ment with them—to personally experience them. And they want brands 
to digitally engage with them, not just provide entertaining ads. If 
they have good digital experience with other brands and your brand 
doesn’t have these digital capabilities, then they wonder why. Digital has 
raised customer expectations, not only about the product or brand but, 
more importantly, about customers’ participation with—indeed how 
they interact with—the brand. I did field research on brand managers 
and their experiences with digital in brand management. One digital 
marketing manager said: “They [consumers] like when they have their 
own voice. Even if they don’t buy it, they like to feel they changed the 
product—they feel fulfilled. And they like when they feel that we’re lis-
tening. It’s ‘their brand.’ ”

Some brands recognize all this. And they are responding, paradoxically, 
by giving customers even more power, by co-opting customers into 
the very inner core of the brand’s marketing and strategy models. For 
example, Amazon is getting into the video production business, like 
Hollywood sitcoms and movies. How does it choose from among a 

 3. Ibid.
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sizeable pool of possible movie scripts to find the right one? Rather 
than relying on the gut instincts of traditional Hollywood movie 
moguls—a last century model—Amazon deploys a proletarian 
strategy of crowdsourcing by going directly to its large reservoir of 
digitally loyal customers and polling their preferences, producing not 
only the customer’s choice among scripts, but also, vitally important, 
testing,  listening, and sensing how and why the script resonates 
with them.

Starbucks encourages customers to engage digitally with new brand 
ideas to help improve their retail service model. “Share your ideas,” 
it says on the MyStarbucksIdea webpage; “tell us what you think of 
other people’s ideas and join the discussion.” At the time of writing, 
the site provides links to 45,430 Coffee & Espresso Drink ideas, 22,648 
Food ideas, 22,308 Atmosphere & Location ideas, 11,816 Ordering, 
Payment, & Pick-Up ideas, and many others. Each idea gets voted on, 
commented on, and accrues points for customer popularity. Here are a 
few popular ideas: “Be able to use rewards on mobile-ordering,” posted 
by kaitlynseim on July 14, 2015, has accrued 1,580 points. “Please, 
please give me a star for each coffee I purchase,” posted by camptatum 
on October 1, 2012, has accrued 363,500 points. And, “Mobile apps 
should save favorite drink orders and favorite stores,” posted by Snow 
on April 1, 2015, has accrued 570 points. On the My Starbucks Idea 
website it lists 20 very popular ideas that “came from you, our custom-
ers,” of which 13 have been “Launched,” one is “In the Works,” and 6 
are being “Reviewed.”4

Doubt that these newly empowered buyers are more knowledgeable 
than marketers? One Australian specialty retailer, upset at buyers who 
engaged in “showrooming”—browsing the retail store and then buying 
online elsewhere—instituted a policy of charging a $5 fee for in-store 
browsing. Here’s the content of the sign the store posted:5 

 4.  My Starbucks Idea, http://mystarbucksidea.force.com/apex/ideahome. 
 5. “Dumb Policy: Store Charges $5 Just to Look at Goods, to Keep People from 

Looking and Then Buying Online,” techdirt, https://www.techdirt.com/
articles/20130326/16500822469/dumb-policy-store-charges-5-just-to-look-goods-
to-keep-people-looking-then-buying-online.shtml.

http://mystarbucksidea.force.com/apex/ideahome
https://www.techdirt.com/articles/20130326/16500822469/dumb-policy-store-charges-5-just-to-look-goods-to-keep-people-looking-then-buying-online.shtml
https://www.techdirt.com/articles/20130326/16500822469/dumb-policy-store-charges-5-just-to-look-goods-to-keep-people-looking-then-buying-online.shtml
https://www.techdirt.com/articles/20130326/16500822469/dumb-policy-store-charges-5-just-to-look-goods-to-keep-people-looking-then-buying-online.shtml
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This brick-and-mortar retailer may have been frustrated, but its short-
sighted policy demonstrates clearly that it is way behind its savvy 
customers. Even worse, a photo of the store’s policy sign (from an amused 
shopper’s smartphone camera) went viral via Reddit, followed by a string 
of online comments under the heading “dumb retailer.” In France, the 
same showrooming issue surfaced when the French National Assembly 
introduced a “PROPOSED LAW to preserve the vitality of commerce in 
urban centers,” forcing French online retailers to charge the same prices 
as urban city brick-and-mortar retailers: 

Box 1.1: Showrooming Forbidden

Dear Customers,
As of the first of February, this store will be charging people a $5 fee 
per person for “just looking.”
The $5 fee will be deducted when goods are purchased.
Why has this come about?
There has been high volume of people who use this store as a refer-
ence and then purchase goods elsewhere. These people are unaware 
our prices are almost the same as the other stores plus we have prod-
ucts simply not available anywhere else.
This policy is in line with many other clothing, shoe and electronic 
stores who are also facing the same issue.
Source: “Dumb Policy: Store Charges $5 Just to Look at Goods, to Keep People from Looking and 
Then Buying Online,” techdirt, https://www.techdirt.com/articles/20130326/16500822469/dumb-
policy-store-charges-5-just-to-look-goods-to-keep-people-looking-then-buying-online.shtml.

Box 1.2: French National Assembly Law

French National Assembly, Proposed Law, April 2013
Ladies and Gentlemen,
For several decades, the situation of shops of downtown knows 
increasing difficulties . . . Currently, regardless of the need to prac-
tice a trade margin, the prices charged by distributors [in the] city 
are often much higher than the prices charged by suppliers on their 
website for online sales.

https://www.techdirt.com/articles/20130326/16500822469/dumb-policy-store-charges-5-just-to-look-goods-to-keep-people-looking-then-buying-online.shtml
https://www.techdirt.com/articles/20130326/16500822469/dumb-policy-store-charges-5-just-to-look-goods-to-keep-people-looking-then-buying-online.shtml


8 The Opt-Out Effect

Showrooming of course is a highly rational buyer strategy to make price 
comparisons immediately as buyers browse websites via mobile in retail 
stores, or computer or tablet browser at home. Market survey company 
Gallup found that among “U.S. consumers, 40% claimed to have ever 
showroomed in the past, [although] just 6% said they had showroomed 
during their most recent trip to a retail store.”6 Digital researchers at BI 
Intelligence did a recent study of retail stores that appear to be especially 
vulnerable to showrooming. The ten retailers they say are most vulner-
able to showroom shoppers are mainstay brick-and-mortar chains (in 
rank order): Bed Bath & Beyond, PetSmart, Toys “R” Us, Best Buy, Sears, 
Barnes & Noble, Kohl’s, Target, Costco, and JCPenney (see Figure 1.2).7 

How are retail chains responding to the showrooming threat? Best Buy 
matches the prices of 19 major online competitors, including Amazon and 
Buy.com—a risky strategy competing against online sellers with minimal 
brick-and-mortar assets. Target introduced its own price matching policy 
vis-à-vis online prices from Amazon, Walmart, Best Buy, and Toys “R” 
Us. Target also sent an urgent letter to its suppliers asking them to create 
slightly differentiated products that would set Target apart from competi-
tors and shield it from showrooming price comparisons.8 In desperation, 

 6. “State of the American Consumer: Insights for Business Leaders,” Gallup, 2014, 36.
 7. “How Big Retailers Are Beating Back the Mobile Showrooming Threat,” 

Business Insider, August 9, 2013. http://www.businessinsider.com/mobile-
showrooming-threatens-retail-2013-8.

 8. Ann Zimmerman, “Showdown Over ‘Showrooming,’” The Wall Street Journal, 
 January 23, 2012, http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970204624204577
177242516227440.html.

This leads the [local] shops [to] become mere showcases for product 
comparison, products that consumers prefer and then buy online at 
lower prices.
This decay of urban centers also weighs on other sectors such as the 
hospitality industry.
Also, the proposal before you is designed to prevent suppliers to sell 
on their web platforms at a price below the price at which they sell to 
[city] distributors. The prices of products sold online may [thus] well 
remain below, but in a reasonable and acceptable level.
Source: [No. 891, National Assembly, Constitution of 4 October 1958, Fourteenth Parliament, 
Recorded as the Presidency of the National Assembly on 3 April 2013.]

http://www.businessinsider.com/mobile-showrooming-threatens-retail-2013-8
http://www.businessinsider.com/mobile-showrooming-threatens-retail-2013-8
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970204624204577177242516227440.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970204624204577177242516227440.html
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“some retail chains are blocking cell signals in-store, or adopting proprietary 
barcodes that won’t allow shoppers to check prices at competitors’ sites,” said 
BI Intelligence—a misguided policy that only annoys powerful consumers.9

L.L. Bean has a long and famously loyal base of outdoor enthusiast cus-
tomers, voted the number 2 brand for excellence in customer service 
and experience. But in recent years many of L.L. Bean’s customers have 
migrated to a digital relationship with the L.L. Bean brand. Online rev-
enues have grown to exceed catalog orders. As phone-in order volume 
declined, the company closed one of its four call centers in Maine, dis-
placing 220 year-round employees. No longer is the brand relationship 
driven only by product, or even by service delivery. Increasingly, the 
brand relationship is being driven by its digital relationship anchored in 
an online brand experience that envelops the customer in an experiential 
customer-centric world of product information, lifestyle information, 
and online customer sharing—all seamlessly sustained by an invisible 
platform of digital customer purchase and relationship data.

 9. Ibid.

1.   Bed, Bath and Beyond

2.   PetSmart

3.   Toys “R” Us

4.   Best Buy

5.   Sears

6.   Barnes and Noble

8.   Target

9.   Costco

10. JC Penney

Retailers Most Vulnerable to Showrooming

Figure 1.2 Vulnerable Retailers
Source: “How Big Retailers Are Beating Back the Mobile Showrooming Threat,” Business Insider, 
August 9, 2013. http://www.businessinsider.com/mobile-showrooming-threatens-retail-2013-8.

http://www.businessinsider.com/mobile-showrooming-threatens-retail-2013-8
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Yet at the same time L.L. Bean is opening more retail stores near areas 
where the company can offer its hands-on Outdoor Discovery Schools—
sensing that physically touching is an essential complement to online 
experiencing the various dimensions of the L.L. Bean brand. This is an 
example of how the revolution of the new digital economy is chang-
ing traditional twentieth-century business models. For some categories, 
retail stores will increasingly become offline product showrooms (not 
stores to actually purchase) or fulfillment sites. For example, the Wall 
Street Journal cited Blue Nile, a leading online jeweler that established 
“web rooms” with less than 500 square feet each—about one-sixth the 
size of a typical jewelry store. The web rooms have available 300 sample 
rings for trying on, and consumers then pick a diamond from one of 
200,000 that Blue Nile displays on its website. Blue Nile “is able to turn 
its inventory about 11 times a year compared with about twice for a 
typical jewelry chain. And Blue Nile doesn’t have as much risk because 
it waits for a customer to place an order before taking possession of the 
goods, reducing its working capital needs.”10

Macy’s is similarly testing offline showrooms with its swimsuit and 
workout categories. “Instead of stuffing racks with every size and style in 
these departments, Macy’s displayed only one item of each style. Shop-
pers used an app on their mobile phones to alert Macy’s sales staff of the 
style and size they wanted to try on and that item was sent to a specified 
dressing room.”11

Home Depot is investing in what they call “Interconnected Retail,” a 
seamless platform across all commerce channels with an enhanced web 
and mobile experience, and online sales conversion. Forty percent of 
online orders were picked up in stores through its BOPIS (Buy Online, 
Pickup In Store today), BOSS (Buy Online Ship to Store), and BORIS 
(Buy Online, Return In Store) programs. They are now piloting BODFS 
(Buy Online Deliver From Store). They are further investing in large-
scale direct fulfillment centers to facilitate Amazon-like direct-to-
customer delivery with the capability to deliver 90% of their customers’ 
parcel orders in the United States within two days.

 10. Suzanne Kapner, “Web Retailers, Now with Stores, Teach New Tricks,” The Wall 
Street Journal, August 11, 2015, http://www.wsj.com/articles/web-retailers-
now-with-stores-teach-new-tricks-1439285580. 

 11. Ibid.

http://www.wsj.com/articles/web-retailers-now-with-stores-teach-new-tricks-1439285580
http://www.wsj.com/articles/web-retailers-now-with-stores-teach-new-tricks-1439285580
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Zappos is the largest online shoe store in the world, but not because of 
competing on price. Its founding vision in 1999: “One day, 30% of all 
retail transactions in the US will be online. People will buy from the 
company with the best service and the best selection. Zappos.com will 
be that online store.” Shoes have to look good on you, and they have to 
fit. So you have to try them on—that’s why you go to your local shoe 
store. Zappos gets it perfectly: They have an unlimited returns policy, 
free shipping, and 24-hour generous customer service. This customer’s 
sentiment was common among Zappos’ customers:  

Now Zappos is experimenting with retail partnerships with small mom-
and-pop brick-and-mortar stores, giving it a physical presence to aug-
ment its cloud-based business model. “The convergence of online and 
offline seems to be an unstoppable force that I believe will ultimately 
change the face of retail,” Zappos CEO Tony Hsieh explained. “We are 
currently in a really interesting time for retail where on one hand many 
online stores are looking to have more of a brick-and-mortar presence 
for branding purposes (which is a big part of why we are launching a 
20,000-square-foot Zappos pop-up shop in downtown Las Vegas for 
the holidays) and on the other hand many brick-and-mortar stores are 
looking to enhance their experience with more access to inventory in 

Box 1.3: Zappos’ Customer Comments

Two days ago I had to order new shoes for my son, and unbelievably 
I got them yesterday. He was excited to put them on and see how fast 
he could run! He wore them (Nikes) for less than an hour, and shock-
ingly the soles began to separate from the uppers. When I went to 
Zappos online and read their return policy it said I could only return 
unworn shoes . . . I thought it would be best to call customer service 
to see if they would consider an exchange anyway. Surprisingly, they 
did even more than that for me, and clearly with a smile on their face! 
I was able to exchange the shoes for a new pair, which cost $8.00 more 
and they waived the extra price difference! As if that weren’t enough 
to make me extremely happy, I don’t even have to go through the 
hassle of sending the defective pair back! She said I could throw away, 
donate them, or just keep as kick-around type of shoes!
Source: Zappos.com Customer Testimonials, Kimberly S. 09/02/2014.
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the cloud.”12 Note the trends here: inventory is being stored centrally 
in the cloud, while brick-and-mortar stores are situated locally to enable 
customers to conveniently experience the brand—to try on, get personal 
advice, and get customer support.

Smart Brands Engage Consumers
The age of the customer is also underpinned by the vast amount of user-
generated content (UGC)—email, chat, tweets, comments, games—
supplemented by polling, crowdsourcing, online testing, and customer 
clickstream data. UGC can be a rich source of information for other 
consumers, but importantly, also for your brand. 

The new marketing research is digital, dynamic, and dedicated to the 
customer’s decision journey and building, nurturing, and listening to 
customers, customer relationships, and customer communities. For 
example, Frito Lay’s Doritos brand invites customers to design their own 
Doritos commercial in the “Crash the Super Bowl” contest; the top two 
winners are shown live during the Super Bowl broadcast. In 2013, the 
contest moved to Facebook, generating more than 100 million Facebook 
views of the top five ads. But more important, Doritos fans shared, liked 
or disliked, tweeted, and commented on the ads (one ad “Finger Cleaner” 
had 4.1 million views on YouTube with 10,464 likes, 633 dislikes, and 
8,668 shares on Twitter, Facebook, Google+, and Reddit). Meanwhile, 
Frito Lay brand managers listened to how fans engaged with each other 
and with the Doritos brand narrative, providing invaluable intelligence 
for the brand. For example, they listened to customers’ language, 
personality, and recurring themes—“lots of babies, dogs, guys hitting on 
girls, and Cheech-and-Chong humor . . . [evoking] long-tail keywords 
to build natural SEO and target what consumers really want from [the] 
product,” said blogger Aimee Millwood.13

Ask yourself: What are your customers’ decision journeys and where 
does your brand engage with customers—digitally? Are you building and 

 12. Gregory Ferenstein, “A Zappos Pop-up Shop Becomes a Test to Change the Nature 
of Mom-and-Pop  Retail,” VB News, November 19, 2014, http://venturebeat.
com/2014/11/19/a-zappos-pop-up-shop-becomes-a-test-to-change-the-nature-
of-mom-and-pop-retail/. 

 13. Aimee Millwood, “How Doritos Wins Every Super Bowl with UGC,” February 2, 2015, 
http://blog.yotpo.com/2015/02/02/how-doritos-wins-every-super-bowl-with-ugc/.

http://blog.yotpo.com/2015/02/02/how-doritos-wins-every-super-bowl-with-ugc/
http://venturebeat.com/2014/11/19/a-zappos-pop-up-shop-becomes-a-test-to-change-the-nature-of-mom-and-pop-retail/
http://venturebeat.com/2014/11/19/a-zappos-pop-up-shop-becomes-a-test-to-change-the-nature-of-mom-and-pop-retail/
http://venturebeat.com/2014/11/19/a-zappos-pop-up-shop-becomes-a-test-to-change-the-nature-of-mom-and-pop-retail/
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leveraging digital customer relationships? What kind of UGC does your 
company do with your customers?

To empower customers, Home Depot’s DesignConnect invites customers 
to join online to “Collaborate with Our Design Professionals to  Create the 
Perfect Kitchen,” using online tools that enable customers to get things 
done. No more worrying about finding the time and money to hire an 
architect or interior designer. Do it yourself with the free consultation of 
a Home Depot professional—accessed via chat or email. Create, store, 
retrieve, and organize your design ideas online, and when you’re ready it’s 
easy to move to the next step—to purchase and arrange installation. The 
DesignConnect tool empowers customers to do what they want, when 
they want, in ways they want—to simply get things done. 

The imperative now is for every company to do the same thing in their 
own market space, to build digital assets and tools that satisfy and 
delight customers, and enable them to do things in unique and compel-
ling ways—with your brand as an essential complement. This means 
investing in engaging and alluring online sites, intuitive mobile apps, 
and social, video, and message assets for emailing, sharing, posting, 
blogging, rating, reviewing, liking, disliking, tweeting, connecting, and 
linking. They involve smart marketing investments in online, mobile, 
and messaging.

What’s the payoff for such ubiquitous investment? The customer’s sus-
tained engagement—and loyalty. But it’s a new form of loyalty that is 
customer driven, not brand driven. What’s the penalty for putting off 
this investment? Customers opt out from your brand and move on to 
another more engaging one.

Ask yourself: Are you building digital assets and tools for customer empow-
erment and engagement? What kinds of digital assets and tools have you 
provided your customers to build stronger digital customer relationships?

Researching Customer Empowerment
I work closely with experts in both digital and brand management, and 
for this book my team and I did research through which we could explore 
this issue of customer empowerment. We wanted to know more about 
these consumers, but also about the marketers and brands who mar-
keted to them—about their contrasting attitudes and beliefs in this new 
environment. Were their views in alignment and agreement, or drifting 
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apart—with different assumptions and divergent views of the new real-
ity of living with an online world? We conducted in-depth interviews 
with brand managers, digital marketing managers, digital agency per-
sonnel, senior marketing leaders, and thought-leaders to see how they 
were responding in this new era of digital innovation. These interviews 
provided insights into the impact of digital marketing on brands, market-
ing managers, and brand management, including their views of the role 
of customers in their relationships with brands in the digital economy. 
The viewpoints and perspectives from these, and other interviews, are 
featured throughout this book in order to share best practice examples 
on how many are rising to this new challenge and meeting it head-on. 

Working with digital and brand marketing partners, we conducted the 
Boston College (BC) Customer Empowerment Research Study consisting 
of two parallel quantitative online survey studies; one with 406 consumers 
aged 18–64 to assess consumers’ core opinions regarding digital experi-
ences, to better understand consumer attitudes and experience regarding 
online shopping behaviors, and to understand consumers’ preferences 
regarding online contact with companies and brands. The other survey, 
with 219 marketing executives and managers, quantitatively measured their 
attitudes and behaviors with regard to the same issues studied in the con-
sumer survey. The marketer survey included President, CEO, COO, Owner 
or Board Member (20%), Director of Marketing or Marketing Department 
Head (16%), Marketing Manager, Brand Manager or Marketing Team 
Leader (39%), Assistant/Associate Marketing Manager/Brand Manager 
(14%), CIO, CAO, VP, SVP, or EVP of Digital (5%), and CMO, VP, SVP, 
or EVP of Marketing (5%). Forty-nine percent of managerial respondents 
were from companies with more than 1,000 full-time employees. 

An Omni-Channel World
The number of channels consumers use is expanding constantly and con-
sumers glide effortlessly from a brand’s online site to Facebook, to a review 
site, to a Tumblr blog, to a shopping bot, to a retailer’s app, and so on. Brands 
seek to reach the consumer, it seems, everywhere they are. Omni-channel 
can be confusing, defined in various ways by consultants, brands, and ven-
dors. What matters most is the expectations of ever-connected consumers.

First, it is increasingly the case that consumers expect seamless omni-
channel brand experiences—in which they can smoothly and deftly 
transition, intercommunicate, and interconnect between platforms, 
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sites, and locations. This is not the same as multichannel marketing in 
which brands simply do coordinated marketing across retail, direct mar-
keting, and digital channels. Omni-channel means the brand must be 
ever present, everywhere at once, and yet personalized, flexible, and with 
one-on-one customer intimacy.

As an example of this challenge, according to the Board of Governors of the 
Federal Reserve, 87% of the U.S. population owned or had regular access 
to a mobile phone in December 2014. Thirty-nine percent have used their 
mobile phone for mobile banking; and 22% have used their mobile phone 
for mobile payments. Although 87% of consumers used a bank branch 
in the last 12 months, and 75% used an ATM, 74% used online banking, 
and 33% used telephone banking.14 Digital’s impact on experience is real; 
however, the problem is not a purely “digital-only” one. It spans various 
channels—web-based online, mobile, retail, kiosk, telephone, and others.

The nerve center of the brand relationship is located online. In the BC 
Customer Empowerment Research Study, we asked consumers to tell us 
their preferred ways to receive information about new products or ser-
vices from a company. The number one response by far was email (80%), 
followed by U.S. Mail (41%), and then Facebook (23%). 

Concurrent channel usage should now be regarded as the new normal 
for connected consumers. Google survey research on 6,000 smartphone 
users aged 18–54 found that 71% of in-store shoppers who use smart-
phones for online research say their device has become more important 
to their in-store experience. Fifty percent of consumers will visit a store 
within one day of a local search on their smartphone. Scott Zalaznik, 
Sprint’s vice president of digital, said: “Ninety percent of our customers 
start their journey online but buy in-store . . . and a quarter of those who 
click on our mobile search banners end up visiting our stores.”15

According to Google, 42% of in-store shoppers search for information 
online while in-store. For these in-store online searches, they usually use 
search engines (64%). However, nearly half use the retailer’s own site or 

 14. “Consumers and Mobile Financial Services 2015,” Board of Governors of the Fed-
eral Reserve System, http://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/consumers-and-
mobile-financial-services-report-201503.pdf. 

 15. Sameer Samat, “The 3 New Realities of Local Retail,” Think with Google, October 
2014, https://think.storage.googleapis.com/docs/how-digital-connects-shoppers-
to-local-stores_articles.pdf. 

http://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/consumers-and-mobile-financial-services-report-201503.pdf
http://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/consumers-and-mobile-financial-services-report-201503.pdf
https://think.storage.googleapis.com/docs/how-digital-connects-shoppers-to-local-stores_articles.pdf
https://think.storage.googleapis.com/docs/how-digital-connects-shoppers-to-local-stores_articles.pdf
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app, and only 30% look up details from a different retailer’s website or 
app (see Figure 1.3).  

What this says is that for consumers the line between physical retail and 
online access has vanished. Furthermore, consumers are increasingly 
looking to branded apps to do their browsing and shopping, enabling 
brands to strengthen the customer–brand relationship—and dissuade 
them from turning to competitive brands. The trend toward apps, rather 
than merely using a mobile browser, is important because it encour-
ages consumers to process brand information in the brand’s proprietary 
environment—not the broader competitive market environment of open 
search—and therefore properly frames consumers’ perceptions about 
the brand’s features and benefits.

Another important insight: For many consumers the local store is 
becoming more like a local distribution center where they can “pop in 
quickly to pick up a product they’ve researched in advance,” said Google. 
“When asked what information would be helpful to have in local search 
results, respondents in [their] Digital Impact on In-Store Shopping study 
listed ‘product availability at a nearby store’ (74%) and ‘pricing at that 
store’ (75%). That’s why it’s important to promote and share inventory 
seamlessly across all channels.”16

 16. Sameer Samat, “The 3 New Realities of Local Retail,” Think with Google, October 
2014, https://think.storage.googleapis.com/docs/how-digital-connects-shoppers-
to-local-stores_articles.pdf.

42% of In-Store Consumers
Conduct Research Online While in Stores Using:

64%
Search Engines

46% 30% 26%

$

Figure 1.3 Simultaneous Channel Usage
Source: “New Research Shows How Digital Connects Shoppers to Local Stores,” Think with Google, 
October 2014, https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/articles/how-digital-connects-shoppers-to-local-
stores.html. Used with permission.

https://think.storage.googleapis.com/docs/how-digital-connects-shoppers-to-local-stores_articles.pdf
https://think.storage.googleapis.com/docs/how-digital-connects-shoppers-to-local-stores_articles.pdf
https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/articles/how-digital-connects-shoppers-to-local-stores.html
https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/articles/how-digital-connects-shoppers-to-local-stores.html
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Macy’s vice president of marketing strategy, Serena Potter, empha-
sized the importance of having local store inventory visible to con-
sumers browsing its website or searching. Macy’s uses Google local 
inventory ads to connect shoppers with information about the prod-
ucts they seek. “We can tell her that there are eight of what she wants 
in her size and desired color available right now in the store that’s five 
blocks away.”17

Sephora, a leading cosmetics and beauty retailer, especially focuses on its 
mobile app to leverage a better in-store customer experience by giving 
customers direct access to product ratings and reviews. According to 
Bridget Dolan, vice president of digital media at Sephora, “We think one 
of the biggest opportunities that we have in retail is for our customers to 
leverage their phones as a shopping assistant when they’re standing in 
the store. Having access to this information is that perfect new moment 
for customers to find everything they’re looking for and get advice from 
Sephora.”18

However, research also suggests that when it comes to delivering 
a seamless digital–physical experience brands often fall short of 
consumer expectations. In the digital economy, customer journeys 
are more fluid, more varied, with different start and end points—with 
different channels and media being important at different moments. 
The moment of decision may be early and instantaneous after the 
failure of one’s trusted old product, such as a food processor, or late 
after extensive thought or deliberation, such as buying a new car—
what matters however is recognizing and responding in that moment 
of decision. Google researchers said:

People want to feel that the retailer understands them, and customiza-
tion is a way to accomplish that. Shoppers want stores to provide expe-
riences tailored just for them; 85% say they’d be more likely to shop in 
places that offer personalized coupons and exclusive offers in-store. For 
example, retailers could offer deals that shoppers can use at a nearby 
location (30% off today only at a store near you!). In addition, they can 
provide shoppers with promotions for related items as well as alternative 

 17. Ibid.
 18. “New Research Shows How Digital Connects Shoppers to Local Stores,” Think with 

Google, October 2014, https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/articles/how-digital-
connects-shoppers-to-local-stores.html. 

https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/articles/how-digital-connects-shoppers-to-local-stores.html
https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/articles/how-digital-connects-shoppers-to-local-stores.html
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fulfillment options, such as free home delivery, should the product they’re 
interested in not be in stock.19

Amazon has one of the best recommendation engines, presenting shop-
pers with new information, offers, and suggestions that are not only 
relevant to them, but also of immediate use in the moment. For example, 
Amazon’s recommendation engine automatically suggests items that are 
“Frequently Bought Together . . . ,” or “Customers Who Bought This 
Item Also Bought . . . ,” or “Sponsored Products Related To This Item . . .” 
or “Special Offers or Product Promotions,” or “Your Recently Viewed 
Items and Featured Recommendations—Inspired by your recent brows-
ing history.”

Connected Consumers Create On-Demand 
Expectations
Research confirms that smartphones are now the number one way 
consumers access the Internet—coming in ahead of personal computers, 
work computers, and tablets. Google says that searches on mobile devices 
now outnumber those on personal computers in ten countries, including 
the United States and Japan.20 What do consumers do with their 
smartphones? More than half say that, at least daily, they do seven essential 
activities—accessing email, texting, searching on the Internet, social 
networking, using their smartphones while watching TV, getting news 
alerts, and playing games, according to salesforce.com (see Figure 1.4).  

Mobile offers certain channel-specific value in that it enables brands a 
greater capacity for real-time context and consumer-focused interac-
tions. Yet, despite the potential, consumers nonetheless routinely show 
signs of dissatisfaction and annoyance with the mobile delivery of many 
brand marketers. For example, in the BC Customer Empowerment 
Research Study 68% of consumers decided not to install a mobile app 

 19. “New Research Shows How Digital Connects Shoppers to Local Stores,” Think with 
Google, October 2014, https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/articles/how-digital-
connects-shoppers-to-local-stores.html.

 20. Alistair Barr, “Google Rolls Out New Ads as Mobile Searches Top PCs in 10 Coun-
tries,” Smartphone Advertising, May 25, 2015, http://smartphoneadvertising.
ca/2015/google-rolls-out-new-ads-as-mobile-searches-top-pcs-in-10-countries/.

https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/articles/how-digital-connects-shoppers-to-local-stores.html
https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/articles/how-digital-connects-shoppers-to-local-stores.html
http://smartphoneadvertising.ca/2015/google-rolls-out-new-ads-as-mobile-searches-top-pcs-in-10-countries/
http://smartphoneadvertising.ca/2015/google-rolls-out-new-ads-as-mobile-searches-top-pcs-in-10-countries/
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when they found out how much personal information they would need 
to share in order to use it. And 59% uninstalled an app on their mobile 
device because they found out it was collecting personal information 
that they didn’t want to share. However, when we broadened our inquiry 
into the top reasons they chose to uninstall an app, the number one rea-
son was that “the app was not useful to me,” cited by 74% of respondents. 
Sixty-three percent said that they needed to “free up memory on my 
mobile phone,” suggesting that they deleted those apps that were deemed 
expendable. Otherwise, 42% were “concerned about personal data the 
company is collecting about me,” and 39% were annoyed by “too many 
marketing offers” (see Figure 1.5). 

These research results highlight the fact that many of the mobile apps 
some brands offer today are simple “Generation 1.0” apps that essentially 
replicate the basic functions of a company’s website, or worse—they 
are token apps that enable the company to claim they are a participant 
in the digital economy, but consumers sense they have not seriously 
thought through the incremental utility that should be evident in a really 
useful app. While on vacation last spring I went to a barbershop and 
saw a promotional sign inside the shop that said “Get our mobile app.” 
I enthusiastically asked the barber if the app was available on the Apple 
App Store. Yes she said, so I checked it out. Sure enough there it was. 
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Figure 1.4 Activities Performed Daily with Smartphone
Source: 2014 Mobile Behavior Report, salesforce.com/marketingcloud of 470 consumers.
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I quickly downloaded it. The app lets you find the brand’s barber 
 locations—any smartphone has that function built in, with Siri on the 
Apple iPhone for example; and you can check in for an appointment. 
That’s it. Within 3 minutes I had deleted it from my iPhone. One cus-
tomer wrote this critical review:

Decided to add the App to my iPhone for convenience and quicker 
response. Downloaded from iTunes and installed the [barber shop 
chain] app. All it will let me do is make a phone call or get directions. 
I already have the Salon in my contact list, so an App that does the same 
is redundant and time consuming . . . if you do NOT allow [location] 
tracking the App does not work. Given my chronic battery consumption 
problem, allowing tracking is a bad idea. Will have to fall back to using 
my desktop after wasting [an] hour or two with the useless App.

Here the consumer defaulted back to a desktop website to interact with 
the brand. However, given the dramatic trending of consumers reli-
ance on mobile for Internet access, brands must either offer a mobile-
optimized website or design a mobile app—rather than offer a desktop 
website that is not mobile optimized. In 2015, Google made a defini-
tive statement to brands and app developers that they needed to update 

App is not useful to me

Too many marketing offers

Free up memory on my mobile phone

Concerned about personal data
the company is collecting about me
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Figure 1.5 Top Reasons You Chose to Uninstall an App
Source: Boston College Customer Empowerment Research Study, 2015.
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their websites to be mobile friendly. Google changed its structural search 
algorithm to increase its emphasis on mobile usability as a ranking fac-
tor. The algorithm has a determining impact on search results, relegating 
nonmobile optimized websites to lower search results ranking.21

Researchers at salesforce.com summarized the issue with mobile 
optimization: “A mobile-optimized website is a make-or-break 
opportunity for brands. Mobile-optimized websites make it easier for 
consumers to access content on smaller screens, decreasing the need 
to zoom in to read text and making it easier to find and tap relevant 
information.” However, their research detected significant frustration 
even with mobile-optimized websites by more than half of consumers:

While 54% of consumers agree that it’s easier to find information on 
mobile-optimized websites, 54% are also dissatisfied, saying mobile-
optimized websites don’t provide enough information. Mobile-optimized 
sites may be more user-friendly (67% also say they run more quickly), 
but they aren’t meeting users’ demands for how much content is actually 
stored on a mobile site.22

Furthermore, it is not enough to simply offer an app. Consumers now 
expect apps to demonstrate high quality—similar to the mobile experi-
ence they get with other highly useful apps, such as Snapchat, Instagram, 
Spotify, Google Maps, Pinterest, and Pandora.

Socially Empowered Consumers
One brand manager said from our field research: 

Consumers drive digital marketing. They dictate what platforms to 
use. Brand managers need to think where consumers will be going in 
the future, not where they are now—they need to be thinking ahead 
of consumers. Everything is public—it’s hard to control social media, 
which gives consumers more power. Brand managers are still necessary 

 21. See Jayson DeMers, “Is Your Website Optimized For Mobile? You Have 
Until April 21 To Get It Done,” Forbes, March 31, 2015, http://www.forbes
.com/sites/jaysondemers/2015/03/31/is-your-website-optimized-for-mobile-
you-have-until-april-21-to-get-it-done/. 

 22. “2014 Mobile Behavior Report,” salesforce.com/marketingcloud, 27.

http://www.forbes.com/sites/jaysondemers/2015/03/31/is-your-website-optimized-for-mobile-you-have-until-april-21-to-get-it-done/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/jaysondemers/2015/03/31/is-your-website-optimized-for-mobile-you-have-until-april-21-to-get-it-done/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/jaysondemers/2015/03/31/is-your-website-optimized-for-mobile-you-have-until-april-21-to-get-it-done/
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to ensure branding is consistent and to control every touchpoint and 
communication that involves their brand/product.

Consumers increasingly use social media to follow brands and make 
comments about brand experiences—on the major social platforms: 
Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, Pinterest, Tumblr, and others. More than 
half (53%) liked or followed a brand on social media, according to 
salesforce.com.23 According to research by Edison Research and  Triton 
Digital of 2,023 American consumers, Instagram is now tied as the 
 second-most popular social network (with LinkedIn), behind Facebook, 
whereas Pinterest, Tumblr, and Vine have all shown significant growth 
recently. Their survey asked: “Which one social networking site or ser-
vice do they use most to connect with brands or products?” Seventy-six 
percent say Facebook, followed by 10% Twitter, and 4% Instagram. More 
than one-third of social media users (36%) say they consciously follow 
brands or companies on social media.24

However, social media has also become an important way for consumers 
to interact with brands. Fifty-one percent of American consumers say 
they have written online reviews for businesses, products, or services, 
according to Goodsnitch, and the majority (82%) of those wrote both 
negative and positive reviews.25 More than seven in ten (73%) believe 
it is important to write online reviews for local businesses. And 85% 
say that knowing a business has received positive feedback makes them 
more likely to purchase that company’s products or services.26

Consumers are especially influenced by negative reviews—much 
more so than positive reviews. Research by the Google+ local team of 
2,500 Internet users 25 years and older found that “85% of consumers 
indicated that they would be ‘not likely’ or ‘somewhat unlikely’ to 
choose a business with negative reviews. This response seemed 

 23. “2014 Mobile Behavior Report,” salesforce.com/marketingcloud.
 24. “The Social Habit 2014,” Edison Research and Triton Digital, http://www. 

edisonresearch.com/download-social-habit-2014-102971045821021/. 
 25. Elizabeth S. Mitchell, “STUDY: Majority of Consumers Feel Leveraging Online 

Reviews Is Key to Brand Image,” PRNewsr, June 10, 2015, http://www.adweek.com/
prnewser/study-majority-of-consumers-feel-leveraging-online-reviews-is-key-to-
brand-image/115063. 

 26. Ibid.

http://www.edisonresearch.com/download-social-habit-2014-102971045821021/
http://www.adweek.com/prnewser/study-majority-of-consumers-feel-leveraging-online-reviews-is-key-to-brand-image/115063
prnewser/study-majority-of-consumers-feel-leveraging-online-reviews-is-key-to-brand-image/115063
prnewser/study-majority-of-consumers-feel-leveraging-online-reviews-is-key-to-brand-image/115063
http://www.edisonresearch.com/download-social-habit-2014-102971045821021/
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independent of industry. It was heavily skewed toward the ‘not likely’ 
with over 62% of all respondents indicating they would not be likely 
to frequent a business with negative reviews. However when asked 
the same question about positive reviews, consumers were nowhere 
near as likely to look upon positive reviews as reason to choose a 
business. Between 44% and 53% indicated that they were somewhat 
or very likely to [choose] a business with positive reviews. But  the 
vast majority of those were ‘somewhat likely’ rather than ‘very likely’ 
indicating a degree of caution even among those that were predisposed 
to favor the business based on positive reviews. 47% and 56% of 
respondents indicated that would remain somewhat unlikely or not 
likely to choose a business based on positive reviews. That is a large 
degree of skepticism.”27

Consumers increasingly look to social media as a useful customer service 
touchpoint to resolve problems or offer favorable or unfavorable com-
ments. For example, at a vacation home I set up a “seasonal” Internet/ 
telephone package with the regional telecommunications  company—
I  want the service to be “on” when I am staying there ( usually  2  or 
3  months), and “off ” the rest of the year. However, I  experienced 
 considerable hassle in service response when I called into the company 
to turn the seasonal services off. Inevitably I went through a long phone 
tree to get to the  correct representative, who would then reroute me 
to someone else, and to someone else. On one call I told the person in 
exasperation how nice he was, but I had just wasted 93 minutes trying 
to turn my seasonal service off for the year. That evening I sent out a 
tweet broadcasting my poor service experience with this company. The 
next morning I had a cheery response from a company agent in Denver 
apologizing for my troubles, asking how he could help. He promptly fol-
lowed through on my request, sent me a confirmation email, and offered 
to help further. Now  whenever I want to turn my seasonal services on 
or off I simply email this same representative and he handles my request 
without a hitch.

I’m not alone—social media is effective because it sends notice publi-
cally to the broader brand community—indeed, to anyone happening 

 27. Mark Blumenthal, “Do Positive Reviews Motivate Consumers,” Understanding 
Google My Business & Local Search, April 22, 2014, http://blumenthals.com/
blog/2014/04/22/do-positive-reviews-motivate-consumers/. 

http://blumenthals.com/blog/2014/04/22/do-positive-reviews-motivate-consumers/
http://blumenthals.com/blog/2014/04/22/do-positive-reviews-motivate-consumers/
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to encounter the brand’s comment while browsing social media. The 
number of users turning to social media as a customer service  touchpoint 
to address specific service issues (versus general brand comments) 
has grown to 11%, according to eDigitalResearch’s survey of 2,000 
 consumers. Six percent have used social media to send positive feedback 
about a company’s service response, compared to 2% who said they have 
used this touchpoint to send a complaint.28 One-third (37%) of those 
surveyed now expect to be able to contact a brand by live chat. Notice the 
difference between these numbers and the research cited above that 51% 
of American consumers say they have written online reviews for busi-
nesses, products, or services. What we are seeing is that consumers are 
much more likely to use social media to broadcast their dissatisfaction 
or satisfaction with a brand than they are to use social media to send a 
specific message or complaint directly to the brand. The imperative for 
brands to monitor consumer conservations in social media about your 
brand is essential.

However, what is especially revealing is that consumers not only expect 
brands to be present on social media, but also expect a speedy and 
personal response to their social posts or messages. For example, The 
Social Habit research study (from Edison Research and Triton Digital) 
found that of those consumers who have ever attempted to contact a 
brand, product, or company through social media for customer support, 
32% expect a response within 30 minutes, and 42% expect a response 
within 60 minutes. Fifty-seven percent expect the same response time 
at night and on weekends as during normal business hours. And 24% 
expect a reply within 30 minutes, regardless of when contact was made 
(see Figure 1.6). 

Digital has changed perceptions of time and social distance between 
customer and brand, between customer and customer, and between cus-
tomer and product expert (bloggers, reviewers). Problems now must be 
resolved instantly or in hours, not days or weeks. Otherwise customers 
will tweet their dissatisfaction with a hashtag, which gets broadcast to 
countless potential downstream followers. Blogger Jeff Jacobs describes 
getting his order filled incorrectly at the drive-in window of Culver’s, a 

 28. “Survey: Shoppers Use Social Media for Praise More Than Blame,” Retailing-
Today, June 1, 2015, http://www.retailingtoday.com/article/survey-shoppers-
use-social-media-praise-more-blame. 

http://www.retailingtoday.com/article/survey-shoppers-use-social-media-praise-more-blame
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Wisconsin-based burger chain. He quickly tweeted the issue and got a 
response in 37 minutes; here’s part of the twitter stream:

Thanks, @culvers Gville SC for double butter bacon burger delivered in 
the drive thru line. Except that I ordered a tenderloin.
@jeffreypjacobs Whoops! We’re sorry. Would you please give us the details 
here http://bit.ly/RXUkUh so we can help make this right? Thanks.
@culvers done. thanks for the opportunity to share my thoughts.
@jeffreypjacobs We appreciate you reaching out. Since we goofed, your 
next Value Basket is on us. DM and follow for details.

The final resolution: “BOTH the corporate Culver’s folks AND the local 
[Greenville, South Carolina] owner sent me a coupon for a ‘make-up’ 
basket, and I got a call from the owner, as well as an email.”29

 29. Jeff Jacobs, “Is Twitter Your #Complaint Platform of Choice? While 70% of Compa-
nies Ignore, @Culvers is listening.” Square Peg….Round Hole. http://jeffreypjacobs.
com/post/37308776479/is-twitter-your-complaint-platform-of-choice. 
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Notice what transpired here: A smart digital management team at 
Culver’s monitored Twitter for conversations about the Culver brand 
and discovered a less-than-satisfied customer—this customer happened 
to have 108,000 followers on Twitter. The brand digitally joined in the 
conversation with the customer one-to-one, apologized for making 
a mistake, asked for details of the error, and offered compensation 
(a free meal)—marketing theorists call this service recovery. This brand 
recognized the power of this customer at this moment in time—and the 
ease (due to digital) at which this customer assumed a more assertive 
posture in the customer—brand relationship.

Customer-Driven Brand Loyalty
One of the most startling discoveries from my research was the 
considerable disconnect between today’s connected consumers and 
brands when it came to the subject of loyalty. Today’s empowered 
consumers believe that brand loyalty means brands are loyal to them as 
customers, and not that they as customers are necessarily loyal to brands. 
Accenture’s study on brand loyalty “found that 95 percent or more of 
Millennials [say] they want their brands to court them actively, and 
coupons sent via email or mailed to their homes currently (or will in the 
future) have the most influence on them.”30 Jake Sorofman of Gartner 
highlighted key research findings from two leading voices in digital 
about the directional changes in customer loyalty taking place in the 
digital economy: “For the third year straight, a Deloitte survey of 4,047 
consumers across 28 product categories and 350 brands found brand 
loyalty declining significantly. It’s hardly surprising when you consider 
the growing empowerment of the connected consumer.” He then cited 
this key research finding based on a published research report: 

A recent study conducted by customer experience vendor Kitewheel sug-
gests that 73% of consumers feel loyalty programs “should be a way for 
brands to show how loyal they are to them as customers.” However, by 
and large, marketing executives have a different view: 66% believe loy-
alty programs are for customers to show how loyal they are to a business. 

 30. “Who Are the Millennial Shoppers? And What Do They Really Want,” Accenture, 
2015.
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He concluded: “loyalty should be a two-way street whose orientation is 
biased to the consumer, not the brand.”31

Consumers are empowered, and loyalty is fickle. At the end of the day, 
loyalty has to do with a brand’s capability to meet consumer needs over 
time. Experiences that show consumers that brands can be loyal to them, 
rather than those solely focused on rewarding and incentivizing custom-
ers to make a sale, will shape customer decisions to create long-term, 
loyal brand advocates. 

The key insight is that customers expect loyalty to be customer centric, 
and not simply brand centric. We will dig deep into this topic in Chapter 3, 
“The New Look of Loyalty,” when we explore the subject of loyalty’s new 
look, in significant detail. 

Build Consumer Trust
While today’s connected consumers demand an even more personalized 
experience, they’re becoming more guarded when it comes to giving out 
their personal information—particularly as data privacy stories continue 
to make headlines. To retain consumer trust, brands need to be more 
transparent and prove they are using data to better serve consumers—
not just with offers, but with engaging experiences. Ovum’s Consumer 
Insights Survey of digital consumers around the world found that only 
14% of respondents believe that Internet companies are honest about 
their use of consumers’ personal data.

The implications of trust expectations on the brand’s ability to  market 
in today’s connected environments are considerable. A.C. Nielsen’s study 
on global trust in advertising and brand messaging found that consum-
ers especially trust personal sources of information, but they especially 
act upon digital sources of information. In Figure 1.7, I have grouped 
A.C. Nielsen’s information sources into three types: personal sources, 
traditional commercial sources, and digital commercial sources. In 
the first group are personal sources, opinions of other people, whether 
consumers know them or not. For example, 84% of consumers trust 
 opinions from people they know, and they take action on those opinions 

 31. Jake Sorofman, “Most Marketers Have This Loyalty Thing All Wrong,” Gartner for 
Marketing Leaders, November 5, 2014, http://blogs.gartner.com/jake-sorofman/
marketers-loyalty-thing-wrong/. 
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as well (also 84%); these personal sources are gold standard information 
sources, the highest ratings of all sources. But not far behind are con-
sumer opinions posted online—often by from people they know, trusted 
by 68%, and they take action upon their advice, reported by 70%. These 
online consumer opinions are especially valuable to consumers because 
they are actionable opinions, useful and valuable in the moment when 
they are searched. Editorial content such as news articles is trusted by 
many (67%), but is not viewed as actionable by quite as many (64%). 
I use a difference score between the action versus trust indicators to 
quickly identify which information sources are viewed as being espe-
cially actionable relative to their trust level, and we can see here that 
editorial content such as news articles has an action versus trust differ-
ence score of −3%. 

In the second group are ads from traditional commercial sources. These 
sources are generally less trusted than personal sources—ranging from 
55% to 62%. With the exception of TV ads and newspaper ads, they are 
also viewed as less actionable—ranging from 53% to 62%. However, ads 
on TV and in newspapers are viewed as valuable and especially actionable 
sources in this group with action versus trust difference scores of +6% 
and +4% for TV and newspapers, respectively. For TV ads, consumers 
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seem to be persuaded by the high-definition audio-visual impact and 
the “big-league” image associated with a brand that advertises on large-
screen television. And because consumers are consuming information 
while reading newspapers they are especially receptive to newspaper 
advertising content located on the page nearby.

In the third group are digital commercial sources. These digital com-
mercial sources appear to be generally less trustworthy as information 
sources. However, the notable exception is branded websites—trusted 
by 69% of consumers and taken action upon by 67%. These are remark-
ably high trust and actionable measures. In other words, consumers 
seem to be saying that they trust the information obtained from branded 
websites (69%) even more than they trust personal consumer opinions 
posted online from reviewers, bloggers, and raters (68%)—suggesting 
that they believe source brands know their products and services best 
of all. And they act upon branded website information content nearly as 
much (67%) as their trust measure (69%) would indicate.
Especially notable among digital commercial sources is the fact that 
consumers view these digital information sources as highly actionable 
sources—note the difference scores between action versus trust for nearly 
all these digital sources. For example, “Emails I signed up for” are viewed 
as being less trustworthy (56%), but nonetheless as quite actionable, 
offering information that I would take action on (65%)—for an action 
versus trust difference score of +9%. The same is true for search engine 
ads (+9%), social network ads (+7%), online banner ads (+8%), and 
even text ads on mobile phones (+8%). Though these digital sources 
may be seen as less trustworthy, they nonetheless bring with them the 
advantages of digital marketing—they are personally relevant and timely 
reflecting my in-the-moment personal search activity, and conveniently 
engaging because with only a click or a tap I can instantly access what 
I need to quickly accomplish what I need—to get things done.
However, trust is more nuanced for different types of consumers. For 
example, research has shown that millennial consumers may have dis-
tinctly different feelings about trust in the digital economy. And the 
opinions of millennials are particularly valuable, first, because they rep-
resent the next wave of growing and spending consumers, and second, 
because they are a digitally native generation with confident and definite 
opinions about online marketing. Forbes magazine and Elite Daily, an 
online media site calling itself “The voice of Generation Y,” teamed up 
to research trust and loyalty attitudes among millennials.
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“Our findings confirmed that millennials are highly educated, career-
driven, politically progressive and—despite popular belief—do indeed 
develop strong brand loyalty when presented with quality products and 
actively engaged by brands,” says David Arabov, CEO Co-founder Elite 
Daily.32 Regarding some of the more common traits of the millennial 
generation, here are several key findings, quoted from Forbes:

 ■ Seldom influenced at all by advertising. Only 1% of millenni-
als surveyed said that a compelling advertisement would make 
them trust a brand more. Millennials believe that advertising is 
all spin and not authentic. Many will pay good money to avoid it, 
for example subscribing to services such as [Netflix] and Spotify, 
rather than being subject to TV and Radio ads.

 ■ Often review blogs before making a purchase. Thirty-three 
percent of millennials rely mostly on blogs before they make a 
purchase, compared to fewer than 3% for TV news, magazines, 
and books. Older generations rely more on traditional media, 
whereas millennials look to social media for an authentic look at 
what’s going on in the world, especially content written by their 
peers whom they trust.

 ■ Value authenticity more than just content. Forty-three percent 
of millennials rank authenticity over content when consuming 
news. They first have to trust a company or news site before they 
even bother reading the content that they produce. Blogs are 
meant to be authentic and many of them are run by a single indi-
vidual. Millennials connect with people over logos.

 ■ Open to engaging with brands on social networks. Sixty-two 
percent of millennials say that if a brand engages with them 
on social networks, they are more likely to become a loyal cus-
tomer. They expect brands to not only be on social networks, but 
to engage them at the right moments. Of course, the two chal-
lenges here for brands: (A) how to scale with the demand, and (B) 
how to know when these right moments are (and are not).

 ■ Interested in to co-creating products with companies. Forty-
two percent said they are interested in helping companies 

 32. Dan Schawbel, “10 New Findings About the Millennial Consumer,” Forbes, 
January 20, 2015, http://www.forbes.com/sites/danschawbel/2015/01/20/
10-new-findings-about-the-millennial-consumer/.

http://www.forbes.com/sites/danschawbel/2015/01/20/10-new-findings-about-the-millennial-consumer/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/danschawbel/2015/01/20/10-new-findings-about-the-millennial-consumer/
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develop future products and services. In our society, companies 
usually create products and hope that their target market will 
consume them. When it comes to millennials, they want to be 
more involved with how products get created. Companies that 
enable them to be part of the product development process will 
be more successful. In particular, crowdsourcing platforms have 
become hugely popular for consumer testing and feedback as 
well as fundraising (for example, Kickstarter).

 ■ Using multiple tech devices. As no surprise, 87% of millennials 
use between two and three tech devices at least once on a daily 
basis. Thirty-nine percent are either very or completely likely to 
purchase a tablet computer in the next five years, while 30% are 
for wearable devices. When there’s new technology available, you 
can bet that millennials will be all over it! In order to keep your 
brand relevant, and appealing to millennials, you need be able to 
engage on new platforms as they are released. For instance, for 
some brands, having a native application for Apple’s Apple Watch 
can be a good long-term investment (while others, not).

Conclusion
Consumers are taking control of their own marketing destinies, creating 
their own experiences. They are becoming their own brand managers 
and changing the way marketers go about marketing. They wield con-
siderable and increasing power in an economy that naturally empowers 
them in natively digital ways that are becoming ubiquitous. We see evi-
dence of this in the response rates, the opt-out rates, and the unsubscribe 
rates of email and other marketing campaigns.

I discuss opt-out in detail in the next chapter. Is opt-out an inevitable 
outcome of the transition of the global economy from a traditional one 
to a digital one—with consumers who are alienated by rapid technologi-
cal change? Quite the contrary: it is consumers who are rapidly embrac-
ing the benefits of the digital economy; it is changing their expectations 
for brand and customer relationships.

At the same time, however, the promotional activities of marketers are 
accelerating this tectonic shift that is empowering customers to seize 
control of their chosen brand relationships, to opt out of those relation-
ships that don’t adapt to the new customer-driven market reality. Many 
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marketers have misinterpreted the meaning of the digital  economy—
they see it as a more efficient economy, a cost-saving economy for 
businesses, with digital marketing as a low-cost driver that enables eco-
nomical delivery of relentless marketing messaging. But this is mistaken. 
To succeed in the new era of consumer-empowered marketing, brands 
must learn from the mistakes of the past, to ensure they don’t repeat 
them in the new channels and new media of the digital economy.

As marketers, we need to upend our thinking about “managing 
 customers.” We need to give customers control, with digital tools and 
assets to manage their own empowered relationships. If you don’t 
provide customers with relationship control, customers will seize it 
anyway—and opt out from your brand. Wharton School marketing pro-
fessor Jerry Wind was one of the very first to argue that marketers must 
change their focus from CRM—customer relationship management, to 
CMR—customer-managed relationships, and his prescient prediction is 
now rapidly coming to fruition: 

Box 1.4: The Historic Shift to Empowered 
Consumers and CMR

This [changing] world has led to a new breed of consumers. They 
expect customization (make it mine), communities (let me be a part 
of it), multiple channels (let me call, click or visit), competitive value 
(give me more for my money) and choice (give me search and deci-
sion tools). The era of the passive consumer is history. Empowered 
consumers are increasingly in control, which dramatically changes 
the role of marketing. This shift in relationship between consum-
ers and companies is the most fundamental change in the history of 
marketing, even more dramatic than the historic shift from a product 
orientation to a market orientation . . .
In addition to companies managing their relationships with 
customers, we need to create platforms that allow customers to 
manage their relationships with companies. In other words, we need 
to forge “customer managed relationships.”
Source: Yoram (Jerry) Wind, Summer 2008, “A Plan to Invent the Marketing We Need Today,” 
MIT Sloan Management Review, Vol. 49, No. 4, p. 21.
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