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“Customers want to talk, and businesses 
want to listen — but to do so successfully, 
companies have to overcome the challenges 
that threaten to drown out the Voice of the 
Customer.”  – Questback 

As a CEO or C-suite executive, are you serious about listening to and 
acting on customer insights and feedback?

Do you have intentional processes in place that ensure you stay in  
touch with the voice of your customer? 

In the experience economy we operate in today, having a  
formal initiative in place to capture customer insights and  
stories is no longer an option. It’s an absolute requirement  
for doing business.

And in this economy, the only competitive advantage  
companies have is the ability to deliver a superior customer 
experience. This reminds me of what Jack Welch once  
famously said … 

“We have only two sources of competitive 
advantage: the ability to learn more about 
our customers faster than the competition, 
and the ability to turn that learning into  
action faster than the competition.” 

Is Your C-Suite 
Committed to 
Activating Real 
Customer Insights?

BY: JAMES O’GARA
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So, we will ask you again:

Are you serious about listening to and acting  
on customer insights and feedback?

Well, we have prepared a quick checklist to assess your 
executive team’s commitment to elevating and activating 
the voice of your customer across your business. Take a 
minute to honestly answer these questions… 

__  Our C-suite and executive team leverages VoC 
insights to drive the way our company’s strategy 
evolves, the way our culture evolves and how we 
serve our customers.

__  We have defined processes through which real  
customer insights and stories are captured,  
packaged and shared to elevate VoC in our culture.

__  Our leaders have agreed to use real customer  
insights and stories to consistently increase  
understanding of and empathy for customers  
across our employee population.

__  We have identified specific areas of the business 
that are responsible for collecting, analyzing and 
acting on VoC insights.

__  We have identified the VoC insights that are  
captured across multiple dimensions of the  
customer experience.

__  We have defined how VoC insights and customer 
experience stories are used to drive daily, monthly, 
quarterly and annual decisions and strategies in 
specific areas of the business.

__  We have a process by which we leverage real  
customer experience stories in the sales process  
to connect with prospective buyers and grow  
our business.
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Our executive team has agreed upon, and we have documented 
answers to, the following questions:

__  Why is VoC important to our long-term  
business success? 

__  How will we elevate VoC and real customer  
experience stories in our culture? 

__  How are we going to use VoC insights to improve  
the way we do business? 

__ How will we measure success? 

How did you do? The truth is, if you want to  
compete in today’s experience economy, you 
need answers to these questions.

You also need to ensure that your organization has formal 
methods through which leaders listen to and act on  
customer feedback and insights. Why? Because in the 
future, only those companies that implement a repeatable  
process for capturing and activating real customer  

insights and stories will be in the position to deliver  
a superior customer experience. And only those  
executives who truly understand and stay in front of 
rapidly changing customer requirements will survive. 

The ability to capture and share  
real customer experience stories  
is a true difference-maker in business 
today. So much so, that OnMessage 
spun off a completely separate  
company 100% focused on helping  
organizations capture and share  
real customer experience stories  
on a continuous basis. That  
company is StoryDimensions.  
To learn more about StoryDimensions,  
visit www.storydimensions.com. 

James O’Gara is the CEO and Founder of 

OnMessage, a management consulting firm 

that specializes in helping C-suite executives 

formulate intentional messaging and  

communication strategies to create clarity 

in the minds of employees and customers. 

Clarity that increases employee engagement, 

improves the customer experience and  

maximizes organizational performance.

Mr. O’Gara is also an active member of  

the Forbes Communications Council and  

his thought leadership often appears on 

Forbes.com.

To learn more about OnMessage visit www.itsonmessage.com.

http://www.storydimensions.com
http://Forbes.com
http://www.itsonmessage.com
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C‑Suite: Are You Committed  
to Voice of the Customer?

5

Almost every C-suite executive claims that their  
company is — or desires to be — customer-driven. 
However, the truth is that very few executives base 
their business strategy and daily decisions on an 
intimate understanding of the customer and real  
customer insights. 

Constructing a customer-centric business starts at 
the top. 

If you truly want to leverage Voice of the Customer, it has  
to start with you. 

For Voice of the Customer (VoC) to be a difference- 
maker, the entire executive team must make VoC a  
key driver in the business and omnipresent in the  
corporate culture. 

What does it take to make this happen? 

What level of commitment is required from you and  
your executive team? 

Let’s delve into what it takes to define and manage 
a winning VoC initiative and find out. But first, let’s 
define what VoC is: 

“Voice of Customer is a formal  
initiative used to gain collective  
insight into customer needs, wants, 
perceptions and preferencesthrough 
direct and indirect questioning. VoC 
goes beyond just hearing what  
customers are saying to actually  
listening, taking what is heard,  
deriving meaning and intent from 
that, and turning it into action.” 

Based on this definition, do you have or are you 
ready to launch a formal VoC initiative across your 
business? Before you answer that, let’s break down 
the definition a little further. 

BY: JAMES O’GARA
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A Formal Initiative 

For anything to be considered a formal business initiative, 
it must have complete CEO and C-suite endorsement and 
support. It also needs to be comprehensive in nature. 
This is true for any successful VoC initiative. To be  
successful, VoC initiatives must be driven from the  
top-down and drive improved decision making across 
multiple dimensions of your business. VoC must be 
viewed as a foundational element for how your strategy 
evolves, how your culture is formed and how your  
customers are served over time. 

Gain Collective Insight 

VoC is not one-dimensional. It is not simply capturing  
customer satisfaction data. To be successful, VoC  
initiatives must be intentionally designed to capture 
multidimensional insights from your customer experience 
and across critical elements of the business. From sales, 
to product development, user experience, fulfillment / 
delivery, customer support, etc. What’s important is that 
you identify specific areas of the company that can  
benefit most from VoC insights and how those insights 
will be used to improve or change the way the business 
operates moving forward. 

Listen to What Customers Are Saying 

Most C-suite executives focus on analytics and business 
impact too early in the VoC process. They forget that 
before employees will care about a VoC initiative, they 
must first understand how their decisions and actions 
actually impact the customer. For this to happen, they 
need to hear real stories from the Voice of the Customer. 
This means your C-suite must make a concerted effort 
to elevate real customer experience stories across the 
organization. Employees must literally see that customer 
stories are part of your culture. By sharing real stories 
in daily work activities, employees will start listening to, 
understanding and empathizing with your customers. 
Remember, they won’t care about metrics and data until 
they care about the customer. So, the entire executive 
team must be willing to invest a significant amount of time 
sharing real customer insights and stories throughout  
the business. 
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Turning It Into Action 

Only after you have defined how VoC insights will benefit 
specific areas of the business, demonstrated C-suite 
commitment, and elevated real customer experience 
stories in your culture — can you expect employees to 
be engaged in the process. With these cornerstones 
in place you are ready to start analyzing and acting on 
the data / insights you capture. Now, comes the most 
important part of the VoC process — taking action.  
You must define specific actions you will take based  
on the data you are collecting. How will you use VoC 
insights to …  

> Evolve your go-to-market strategy? 
> Make user experience improvements? 
> Implement customer service models? 
> Deploy self-service technologies? 
> Refine fulfillment and delivery processes? 
> Enhance marketing messages? 
> Improve sales strategies?  

Deciding how the insights will be used to drive daily, 
monthly, quarterly and annual decisions and strategies 
is the final piece of the puzzle. Remember, what matters 

most is that your employees not only have access to 
the VoC data but also understand what the insights are 
telling them to do differently or better. 

So, are you ready to commit to VoC? 

Before you set sail with a VoC initiative at your  
company, you and your C-suite executives should  
answer these questions: 

> Why are we doing this? 
> What will success look like? 
>  How will we use the insights to improve  

specific areas of the business? 

If you and your executive team can’t align on the answers to 
these fundamental questions, then don’t invest in VoC. You will 
just be wasting a lot of time and money. 

However, if you and your executive team are aligned and 
committed to applying sustained effort in each of the areas  
we have outlined — VoC can become a strategic advantage for 
your organization and deliver a significant return on investment 
in the years ahead. 
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If you’re a CEO or C-suite executive and you want to create a 
customer-centric culture, you need to increase two things in 
the minds of your employees:

1. Understanding of the customer. 

2. Empathy for the customer. 

How do you do this? Well, you could and should start by  
formulating a customer-centered business strategy and  
ensuring that every employee understands how it translates 
into daily decisions and actions. But that alone won’t be 
enough. Why? Because you are still missing one key ingredient 
for success:

Voice of the Customer. 

That’s right, if you want to create a deeper understanding of 
your customer and empathy for your customer — employees 
must hear their voice … their stories. Real customer experience  
stories that bring their challenges, aspirations, experiences 
and outcomes to life in your company. Are real customer  
stories that important? Well, according to Adam Grant, a  
professor at Wharton … 

“When customers describe how a  
company’s products and services make  
a difference, they bring a leader’s vision  
to life in an incredible, memorable way.” 

How Leading  
CEOs Increase  
Customer Empathy  
and Understanding.

BY: JAMES O’GARA
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By elevating real customer experience stories, as a 
C-suite executive, you paint a more vivid and real picture 
of your vision, and your message about creating a  
customer-centered culture becomes much more  
credible. In fact, David Hofmann, an organizational  
psychologist, also said… 

“Employees generally see customers  
as more credible than leaders as 
sources of inspiration. When leaders 
attempt to deliver inspiring messages, 
many employees react with skepticism,  
questioning whether leaders are just 
trying to get them to work harder.” 

By blending real customer experience stories into  
organizational communication, you create more  
meaningful connections with your employees. So  
why don’t more CEOs and C-suite executives integrate 
real customer experience stories into their cultures?  
Here are a few reasons … 

They believe stories are soft and have little impact on business 
performance. 

Many executives don’t realize that real customer stories 
do matter, and they do impact business performance. 
They also don’t understand how these stories can  
dramatically improve the company’s culture and customer  
experience over a sustained period of time. But they  
absolutely do. In fact, Adam Grant said, “Stories can 
have a significant, lasting effect on employees’  
motivation, performance, and productivity.” 
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They aren’t willing to invest the time and resources required  
to make it happen. 

If you are serious about elevating real customer  
experience stories in the company’s culture, you must 
make capturing and sharing these stories a priority. 
And this requires that you invest in a continuous  
customer story discovery and distribution process.  
A sustained process that is focused on identifying,  
capturing and sharing real customer stories internally 
and externally. For this to happen, you must ensure  
the following elements are in place: 

Ownership: An individual and team (insourced /  
outsourced) must own customer identification, data 
collection, story development and activation. 

Alignment: Customer stories that are captured and 
shared should align with and help to achieve culture 
and customer experience goals in critical areas of  
the business. 

Process: The entire process must be defined,  
documented and repeatable. It must produce a  
stream of real customer experience stories that are 
shared on a continuous basis. 

Persistence: The initiative must have executive  
support and involvement. Real customer experience 
stories must be woven into executive, leader and  
manager communication. 

Ultimately, as a CEO or C-suite executive, you must 
ensure there is an engine in place that produces real 
customer experience stories on an ongoing basis.  
Stories that model the behaviors, actions and  
outcomes you aspire to achieve.

With this engine in place, you will see how the stories 
you secure and share begin to blend with stories that 
organically surface at every level of your organization. 
And that’s how you will know employees have a solid 
understanding of your customer, empathize with your 
customer and that your culture is truly becoming  
customer-centric. 
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The Impact Real Customer Stories 
Have on Business Performance.
“Despite the marketing rhetoric and self proclamations of being customer  
focused, most companies are product centric, not customer centric.  
Calling yourself customer centric doesn’t make it so.” 
 — Chuck Schaeffer, Vantive Media CEO 

So, we ask you — as a CEO or C-suite executive — is your organization customer-centric? 

How do you know? How can you tell? You may be able to answer that by asking yourself just one more question… 

How often do you, your leaders and your employees share real customer experience stories in daily conversations? 

Why is that the question to ask? Because, C-suite executives who are serious about customer-centricity are  
making the intentional decision to elevate and activate Voice of the Customer in their companies and cultures.  
How are they doing this? Well, one thing they commit to is … storytelling. That’s right. From executive-level  
decision-making discussions to day-to-day frontline employee conversations — real customer experience stories  
are omnipresent and shared on a consistent basis. 
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BY: JAMES O’GARA
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Think about your company and your culture. How often are real 
customer stories shared? 

Are customer experience stories present in daily  
conversations across your business? Do they play a role 
in strategic and tactical decisions? Or are most of these 
conversations and decisions internally focused?  
Operational or product-driven? This simple gut check will 
tell you if you and your executive team are serious about 
Voice of the Customer. It will also help you understand  
if you are fully utilizing the power and influence real  
customer stories can have in your culture … your  
customer experience … and on business performance. 

Why do leading companies ensure real customer experience 
stories are omnipresent? 

Because, what goes unmentioned … is quickly forgotten.  
So, if you’re not talking about the customer consistently 
— how can you really be a customer-centric organization?  
And the best way to elevate the Voice of the Customer is 
through real customer experience stories. 

When most executives think of customer  
stories, they think of case studies. But case 
studies are not stories. They are simply a  
documented set of facts.

Stories are emotional. Stories bring real-world actions 
and outcomes to life. And most importantly, there is a 
moral (lesson learned) to every story. That’s why customer  
stories play such a significant role in customer-centric 
cultures and companies. 

The bottom-line impact of customer stories. 

According to a recent Harvard Business Review article, 
“Research shows that end users (customers) … who 
benefit from a company’s products and services — are 
surprisingly effective in motivating employees to work 
harder, smarter, and more productively.” Another study 
showed that the simple act of sharing a story about how 
an employee impacted a customer’s life can reinforce 
one’s conviction about their purpose. 

The fact is, when employees know their behaviors and 
actions matter and make a difference in the customer 
experience — they truly care. The article went on  
to say, “When employees share their stories about  
experiences with customers, they create a channel of  
mutual inspiration.” 

Simply put, elevating Voice of the Customer through real  
customer experience stories impacts organizational  
performance, and ultimately … your bottom line.

As a C-suite executive, you can preach all day about 
the critical impact employee decisions and actions have 
on the customer, but often this goes in one ear and out 
the other. Executives can talk about how the company  
is making a difference in the world, but without real  
stories that illustrate the impact the company is having 
on customer lives … the message falls flat. 
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What are you doing to elevate and activate  
real customer experience stories across  
your company? 

If your answer is not much or nothing at all — that  
needs to change. Make 2018 the year you leverage the 
power of customer stories to improve organizational  
clarity, alignment and performance. 

The ability to capture and share  
real customer experience stories  
is a true difference-maker in business 
today. So much so, that OnMessage 
spun off a completely separate  
company 100% focused on helping  
organizations capture and share  
real customer experience stories  
on a continuous basis. That  
company is StoryDimensions.  
To learn more about StoryDimensions,  
visit www.storydimensions.com. 

James O’Gara is the CEO and Founder of 
OnMessage, a management consulting firm 
that specializes in helping C-suite executives 
formulate intentional messaging and  
communication strategies to create clarity 
in the minds of employees and customers. 
Clarity that increases employee engagement, 
improves the customer experience and  
maximizes organizational performance.

Mr. O’Gara is also an active member of  
the Forbes Communications Council and  
his thought leadership often appears on 
Forbes.com.

To learn more about OnMessage visit www.itsonmessage.com.
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