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TO PREPARE FOR A NEW WAVE 
OF CRM, IT’S IMPORTANT TO 
LEARN FROM THE MISTAKES AND 
PITFALLS OF ITS EARLY YEARS. 
BY JILL DYCHÉ
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SUITING UP 
FOR CRM’S 
NEXT WAVE 

CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE MANAGEMENT

WHEN I WROTE THE CRM HANDBOOK:
A Business Guide to CRM in 2002, companies 
were spending tens of millions of dollars on 

CRM software, but industry analysts were predicting that 
80 percent of CRM projects would fail. 

The mistakes and pitfalls of CRM’s early days are now 
legendary. Companies rushed to embrace CRM technologies, 
only to discover that automation couldn’t fix broken business 
processes, absent strategies or bad data. 

Consultants keen on helping beleaguered companies get 
back on track proselytized the importance of change man-
agement to CRM initiatives, but that didn’t stick. As execu-
tives continued to aim their silver-bullet technologies toward 
the customer experience, they remained mired in incumbent 
business processes and traditional success metrics. 

Everyone wanted to participate in vendor evaluation, 
but no one wanted to own the streamlining of order-to-cash 
processes or new measurements for customer satisfaction. 
Despite millions of dollars spent on CRM technologies, it 
really was business as usual.

Most executives now admit that they were ill-equipped to 
launch their CRM efforts. Hopes for automating customer-
facing business processes and achieving the celebrated “single 
view of the customer” were dashed as sales, marketing and 
customer service executives came to terms with the fact that 
CRM was more than just a technology solution.

NEW BEST PRACTICES
Today, however, new corporate strategies are resuscitating 
the need for deliberate and sustained customer manage-
ment. Is your company ready for the next wave of CRM?

Smart executives are heeding the lessons of firms that have 
gone before them. They’re aligning CRM efforts to corporate 
strategies and forgoing technology investments until their 
road maps are in place. They’re forging partnerships with 
consulting firms that have structured delivery approaches. 
They’re being deliberate about incremental deployment, and 
are keeping the customer top-of-mind every step of the way.

Grange Insurance, based in Columbus, Ohio, is one of 
these forward-thinking companies. “We were lucky that 
we had an executive team willing to invest in the customer 
experience,” says Mike Buzek, the vice president of EODB 
(ease of doing business), “but we knew we couldn’t sit around 
building vision statements and conducting focus groups. We 
had to craft solid requirements, identify the key stakeholders 
and define how we were going to execute. And we could never 
lose sight of what is best for our agents and policyholders.”

Buzek and his team are a reflection of the new best prac-
tices in customer management. Here are five habits followed 
by savvy business owners of customer-focused programs:

1. Don’t call it “CRM.” The term is fraught with bag-
gage. Customer initiatives are now business-owned and 
branded. Wander the halls of any large company’s sales 



or marketing organization and you’ll hear “customer  
experience management” (CEM) or “voice of the cus-
tomer” mentioned long before hearing the CRM acronym.

2. Remember your business model. CRM at a telephone 
company that wants to understand the calling behaviors 
within micro-segments to bundle products and services 
will look very different from CRM at a health care pro-
vider that wants to migrate to an end-consumer model, 
which will look different again from CRM at a retailer 
with a loyalty card. Understand the boundaries of CRM 
for both your company and your industry. When in doubt, 
map out desired outcomes.

3. Keep social media in perspective. Many customer-man-
agement experts are betting on so-called “social CRM” to 
resuscitate moribund CRM efforts. But where the cus-
tomer experience is concerned, your company’s Facebook 
fan page and Twitter account are merely two additional 
communications channels. Your brand and your dialog 
with customers transcend social media. 

 Recently, a manager at a bank confided, “We’re putting all 
this effort into social media to get closer to our customers. 
But we still can’t see the total set of products and services 
a customer has on a single screen, never mind whether [he 
or she is] profitable or not.” Social media goals should be 
a part of a rich set of customer-focused capabilities.

4. Consider the cloud. That “customer’s next likely pur-
chase” pop-up doesn’t just magically appear on the call-
center rep’s screen. It’s the product of some rigorous 
integration and heavy-duty back-office analysis. 

 When it comes to CRM functionality, even small and 
medium-size companies often have sophisticated pro-
cessing and storage needs. Don’t let your existing tech-
nology infrastructure—or lack thereof—be an excuse not 
to launch new CRM efforts. There are plenty of CRM 
solutions in the cloud that support pay-as-you-go models, 
while forgoing significant infrastructure and setup costs.

5. Don’t forget about the data. That “single version of 
the truth” promised by so many CRM vendors has ceded 
to the reality that many of yesterday’s CRM tools have 
become today’s legacy systems. New customer-focused 
strategies mandate that the huge volumes of data being 
generated are accurate, meaningful and reconciled across 
disparate silos. Indeed, a single version of truth about a 
customer is as much a product of formal data governance 
processes as it is about a centralized technology platform. 
The litmus test is the answer to this question: What’s 

your system of record for customer data? If the answer is, 
“We have more than one system of record for customer data,” 
then there is actually no system of record for customer data. 
There’s a good chance that data quality is being compromised 
and that there are, in fact, multiple versions of the truth.

As our knowledge of how to deploy CRM the right way  
has evolved, so has the sophistication level of customers, who 
are demanding increasing control of their relationships and 
have higher expectations. To opt in to receive marketing cam-
paigns means a clear quid pro quo from company to consumer. 

Businesses need to expand their customer conversations 
beyond knowing a customer’s purchase history and offering a 
product based on next-sequential purchase analysis. Engaging 

a customer in a relevant dialog at the right time means  
optimizing the mix of business processes, operational func-
tionality, and information access to give traction to the brand 
and encourage customers to re-engage with you.

WHAT YOU SHOULD DO NOW
Is your company reviving its CRM program? Or have you 
been given responsibility for a highly visible “know thy cus-
tomer” effort? Either way, there are key steps you should con-
sider to launch your customer initiative the right way.

First, whenever possible, align your CRM effort to cor-
porate strategy. Most enterprise CRM efforts will ultimately 
transcend individual lines of business and drive additional 
competitive advantage and efficiencies. By linking a new 
CRM program to a key strategy that’s acknowledged by 
upper management, you will cement top-level support. 

Few executives will scorn a customer-focused project 
that’s been strategically aligned. And engaging executives is 
a surefire way to secure adequate funding for your effort.

Know your road map. Is your company entrenched in TV 
and outdoor advertising at the expense of targeted online 
conversations with customers and prospects? Should you start 
CRM with your business customers—the 20 percent who 
produce 80 percent of your revenues—and forego consumers 
for a year or two? Where you begin will determine where 
you end up. The key is to do so in circumscribed increments.

Be willing to change measurements. Your employees 
should be compensated for adopting fresh, customer-centric 
behaviors. The most reliable way to ensure everyone is on 
board is to change measurements and accompanying com-
pensation structures. 

My firm helped an automobile company build a CRM 
strategy in its call center. For its standard brand, the automaker 
compensated call-center reps based on the number of calls 
they could take per hour and per day. But for its luxury brand, 
the automaker paid reps based on the results of post facto cus-
tomer satisfaction surveys. All customers received good ser-
vice, but the most profitable customer tier got the best service, 
and those serving them had an incentive to optimize it.

Lastly, don’t forget to manage expectations. The hardest 
part for Grange was defining the road map, Buzek confirms. 
“We invested in a clear and incremental delivery plan that is 
focused on continuous improvement, and then we socialized 
the plan with stakeholders,” he recalls. 

“That way, everyone understands the value of improving 
the customer experience. Our CEM program will help us 
realize the incremental impact of a superior insurance expe-
rience so we can continue to deliver those “wow” moments. 
That’s good for us, our agents and our policyholders.” 

Jill Dyché, partner and co-founder of Baseline Consulting, 
performs advisory services in customer and data strategy 
delivery. She has written The CRM Handbook: A Business 
Guide to CRM and two other books on the business value 
of information.
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Please send your questions and comments on 
this article to editors@baselinemag.com.


