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An Essay on Understanding and Engaging in the Customer Experience
An essay on customer experience has great significance in this competitive business environment. Customer experience is basically the interaction between the customers and the organization over a period. A good experience of customers is considered as the key to Organisation resource. Organisations nowadays put a lot of effort into improving customer experience through understanding their important and crucial aspects. This essay has explored the involvement of customer at different levels that may include rational, emotional, physical, and spiritual. Customers tend to respond diversely in these different levels. Several factors affect the consumer behaver that can have either direct influence or indirect influence. It is now evident from the essay that customer experience encompasses almost every aspect of the company as well. Unilever is a global brand that has been related in this essay. Therefore, this discussion will be crucial for the Organisation since all the evaluation and assessment has been made considering Unilever. 
Organisational Overview 
Unilever is a global brand. It is a British-Dutch company that offers transnational consumer goods. The Headquarter of the company is in Rotterdam, Netherlands. According to Jansen (2018), it offers diverse product line such as food and beverage, cleaning agents, personal care products and so on. In terms of revenue of 2012, it was the largest consumer good company in the world. However, it is the 7th most valuable European company. The products of the company are available in around 190 countries. Besides, Unilever owns over four hundred brands globally with a turnover of 52.70 billion euros in 2016 and 53.70 billion euros in 2017 in which thirteen brands have made minimum of one billion euro that include Dove, Omo, Lipton, Sunsilk and so on. Unilever is a dual-listed company that consists Unilever N.V. (Based on Rotterdam, Netherlands) and Unilever Plc (based in London, United Kingdom).  Both the companies tend to operate as a single entity. All the product divisions of the company are categorized into four main sections and those are: 1) foods, 2) refreshment (ice-cream and beverage, 3) personal care, and 4) home care. However, the company has facilities for research and development in the UK, Netherlands, USA, China, and India. Unilever came into the existence through the merger between British soapmaker Lever Brothers and Dutch Margarine produce company Margarine Unie in 1930. The diversification of the company was started during the 2nd half of 20th century in which it started shifting from a make of oils and fats products to worldwide business operations. It has acquired numerous corporation since its diversification period.
Importance of understanding customer experience
It is not possible for a business to exist in this competitive business environment without its customers (Schmitt, 2016). Therefore, companies like Unilever are now focusing heavily on winning new customers as well as retaining existing customers. A survey was conducted by Bloomberg Businessweek in this regard. The findings of the survey concluded that a great customer experience delivery is one of the top strategic objectives of most of the companies (MacDonald, 2018). Another survey conducted in this regard which is customer management IQ survey that found around 75% of executives from customer management and leaders rated their customer experience 5 which means the highest importance. This significance was perceived by the businesses and professionals because of the following benefits of customer experience. 
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Source: (MacDonald, 2018)
Focusing on customer experience strategy enables businesses to understand the customer perception concerning their business. Unilever focuses on building customer perception through their quality products. As a result, any customers interact with Unilever’s products, they certainly experience something positive from the products. Besides, good customer experience increases the customer satisfaction. This is because understanding customers can provide some important knowledge that can be used by the organisation to develop new product and services in accordance with customer’s requirement and expectation. Therefore, customers become satisfied when they find their desirous products without facing much complication. Understanding customer experience also benefits the organisation in doing repeat business. When the organisations know the expectation and requirements of customers, it becomes easy for the company to surpass the expectation in the next meeting with the customers. Besides, repeat business provides a certainty of business success which is essential for every business. Designing marketing strategy becomes easy as well when the organisation has sufficient knowledge about its customers. 
Factors influencing Unilever’s ability to maximise customer value
It is widely believed that Unilever maintains the value-based procurement in which it holds the top position. In recent years, it significantly stands up in becoming a customer of choice through their exclusive supporting of supplier relationship management programme. Unilever has the know-how to develop a well-thought strategy in order to deliver superior customer value and experience. Several factors that contribute to structure the ability of the company to maximize customer value. This section has come up with the purpose of identifying those factors affecting and influencing Unilever’s ability to maximize the customer value.
Knowledge about the customers is critical to business. Such knowledge can be about the buying behaviour, preference, taste, requirement, and perception of the customers regarding the organisation itself, products and services. Nowadays, many business organisations have separate knowledge management systems that generates important knowledge regarding customers, employee performance, organisations scope, and capability etc. Kumar and Reinartz (2016) believed that having poor knowledge about the customers can be detrimental for the organisation. This is because poor knowledge is one of the major shortcomings of creating customer value. When we don’t know what customers want, we fail to satisfy them through our products and services. Unilever has come with a knowledge management solution in this regard. It has enabled rapid response to customers’ query regarding the products of the company. Astute Solutions and RealDialog were selected for the knowledge management solution of Unilever. This initiative can provide a visible picture of consumer’s needs and wants.
Consistency in product quality and service standard can benefit the organisation in building strong long-term relationship with customers. Repeat selling is encouraged when consistency exists in the product consumption and service delivery. Customers become loyal and satisfied with the company when they receive the same products and services which go with their requirements. Premium brands like Nordstrom and Zappos create higher level of customer value through consistent delivery of quality products and services (Jansen, 2018). Unilever is also consistent in delivering consistent products since its inception in the market of consumer goods.
Communication gap with the customers can pose threat to organisation’s ability to create customer value. Integrated marketing communication is being exercised by organisations in dealing with customers directly. Direct exposure to business has great importance in customer value creation. Retail companies like Tesco and Sainsbury make direct exposure to the customers (Nagle and Müller, 2017). As a result, they used to have the capability to influence the customers. They can persuade the customers through effective communication. This can lead to customer satisfaction which is a part of value creation. Besides, good communication system can facilitate the customer with easy access to product information.
An important factor that influences the ability of the organisation in value creation is customer’s perceived value. According to Hollensen (2010), it is basically the overall assessment of product’s utility based on the generic and in-depth perception of what the customer has received and what he has been given. It is basically an umbrella term that encompasses several factors that influence the ability to create customer value. Such as brand name, pricing, product quality and so on. A poor perceived value means customers have developed a negative impression about the products as well as the business per se. Higher perceived value leads to customer loyalty.  
Brand name is an essential element for any business. It is probably the most common and significant factors influence customer value creation ability of the company. In the marketing of a product and service, brand name plays a crucial role. This is because the buying decision model of customers explain that customers tend to prefer some particular brands over other brands during their purchasing of a product and service. A brand is basically the way a customer perceives the company. Unilever tends to have a higher level of brand preference among customers. Neumeier (2005) explains that companies can’t control the process of brand name most often, but it can influence customers and others by communicating the brand through its qualities of product and service. Besides, a brand, in fact, is what others say, not what the company said. 
There are plenty of examples can be found regarding the brand name. For example, when someone talks about the shoe, most of the people instantly remind the name of Nike. This is because Nike has developed their brand name very strongly as a shoe manufacturer around the world. Likewise, when people talk about a soft drink, they most often recall Coca-Cola or Pepsi. This is also the result of the strong brand name. When it is about home and personal care goods, Unilever most often comes as the first thing among most of the people. 
Pricing of the products that the company offers plays a significant role in creating customer value (Weinstein, 2016). Customers always prefer the highest return for their money. As a result, they expect the highest quality of product and service in their affordable level. Unilever offers the product at a very reasonable price range which is affordable by almost all classes of people. As a result, it has a huge customer pool around the world. But it isn’t possible for every company to lower their price because that can decrease the profitability of the company (Nagle and Müller, 2017). There are many companies that are making a profit despite the high price of their products such as Zara. But they provide the desired level of quality for the premium prices. 
On the other hand, accessibility is a factor that also influences the ability of an Organisation in creating customer value. Companies need to ensure that the customers are able to easily access and find their desired products and services in the most efficient way within their preferred channel. Besides, the facility to access the company for further assistance and service can increase the customer value. This is because the customers then start feeling important in the eyes of the company.
However, convenience such as easy access to product portfolio, rapid transaction, easy guide to purchasing a product etc. is another important element of an organisation’s ability to create customer value. According to Sundström and Radon (2015), convenience attracts the customers significantly and it is able to attract a huge pool of customers. Besides, it helps the management make crucial business decision considering customer value creation. For example, it can facilitate the customers in deciding what to shop at a quick speed. Access convenience, in contrast, provides the facility to easy access to the store. Benefit convenience provides the surety of after-sales service and better customer experience. Transaction convenience eliminates the billing complexity and saves the time of the customers. Now, it is easy to understand how convenience elements can influence the customer value maximization process. If customers perceive a low convenience status, it means the Organisation isn’t making the proper value for the customers. 

The effectiveness of the Organisation management significantly influences the customer experience. Goestsch and Davis (2014) found that good management practices can generate the highest level of customer value. Customer experience management evolves as a result to ensure such value creation for the customers. It is basically the process that helps the companies oversee as well as track all the interactions with customers. It, therefore, involves building necessary needs of customers around them. Customer experience management was also termed as the methodology as well as discipline to comprehensively manage the cross-channel interaction and exposure with company, products, and service. 
Operation management involves several aspects of the company. Unilever is a large company that has a vast area of operations. The performance and outcome of the operation management play a significant role in creating customer value (Nepal and Chotiyaputta, 2016). For example, the design of products is a part of its operational management. Unilever’s operation management focuses on developing and launching the products that suit the customer’s expectation so that it can create proper customer value. Besides, innovation in designing products can be another element of customer value creation. Customers always seek premium looking products within their budgetary limit. Innovation in product design can provide such a requirement. Quality management in manufacturing products ensures the standard of every product. Unilever’s products are high standard in any market which is a result of their effective quality management in the operation.
According to Martinez et al. (2016), Organisational culture is something that sometimes explains the ability of the organisation in creating customer value. There are some companies that solely focus on generating profit as much as possible. But Unilever is not such type of companies. The Organisational culture of the company always promotes the benefits and convenience of the customers. it always seeks the best ways to serve the customers. As a result, it is still able to create higher customer value instead of having a wider geographic presence in more than 190 countries. 

Unilever’s quality processes & its effectiveness in meeting customer requirements
Nowadays, an increasing number of business Organisations use quality processes as the strategic foundation of their business for generating a competitive advantage so that they can compete over their rivals easily through improving the firm performance (Hatch and Howland, 2015). Firms that have won the quality awards provide the evidence of outperforming other firms in terms of income and stock market value. Almost all the cases showed a link among quality processes, market orientation, and performance. A thorough examination in this essay has been made to explore the quality processes of Unilever and their effectiveness in meeting the customer requirements. Unilever doesn’t sell their products directly to the customers, it always has a distance with the customers. Instead of this distance, it is quite successful in managing and meeting customer requirements. This section has gone through some of the quality processes of Unilever that has enabled the company to achieve this success. 
According to Hollensen (2010), Marketing and advertising activities promote the products and services of the company so that companies can generate their expected sales. A good product can fail to generate the expected amount of sales because of poor marketing and advertising strategy. Unilever’s marketing strategies are quite effective. This is because such activities of the company are always aligned with the needs and expectation of the customers (De Mooji, 2013). Firstly, it invests heavily in advertisements and other promotional activities. Such activities have a great influence on the purchasing behaviour of the customers. Besides, marketing and advertising activities of Unilever focuses on increasing employee engagement through ensuring better customer experience. For example, Marketing campaign of Dove for real beauty challenges the current stereotypes regarding customer’s beauty. 
The use of slogan is also reflected in other products too. For instance, Persil’s campaign slogan ‘Dirt is good’ promotes getting dirty by explaining that it is natural to get dirty as well as it is a positive part of children’s growth. Becel is another product of Unilever that helps the customers to look after themselves by offering them healthy and nutritious products for meal time. Rine’s campaign “Comfort One” explains that the consumers only need a single bucket of water in order to rinse their clothes, not two or more buckets of waters. It focuses on water saving by consumers. At the same time, Unilever has recognized the critical influence and marketing as well as advertising activities on consumers their consumers. Therefore, they made advertising and marketing as the basis of all types of communications in the business. The following figure shows how Unilever has constantly increased the spending on brand and marketing activities. 
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Source: (Unilever, 2018)
Supply Chain Management is basically the management of goods and services’ flow that involves every single movement and storage of the raw materials, work-in-process inventory, finished goods and consumption process (Christopher, 2016). The supply chain management of Unilever is able to meet the customer’s requirement. As a part of the planning process of Unilever’s supply chain management, it has made a decision to cut down its brand portfolio from 1600 to 400 so that they can focus on key brands that are most preferable by the customers. As a result, the SCM plan has been built around five areas and those are – Organisation, process, people, supplier and technology. Moreover, it has focused on decreasing the number of factories from 380 to 150 key factories. Sourcing of Unilever takes place at the global level in order to save cost and leverage by ensuring the best practices. Unilever has set up more than 40 global teams for product purchase. Those teams source both production and non-production items. The following figure shows the total spending on supply chain management by Unilever.
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Source: (Unilever's Supply Chain, 2018)
Since Unilever is a manufacturing company of diversified products, the production system of the company plays a significant role in meeting customer’s expectation. In Unilever, productions are basically done according to company’s standard, legal requirement, and customer’s expectation in terms of quality, quantity, production cost and time. Besides, monitoring and managing of line planning are done properly so that the production can reach its target (Anderson and Woolley, 2002). As a result, it never runs out the production of any products. Moreover, it ensures occupational safety along with environmental standard and food safety which are implemented consistently. 
Unilever tries to ensure that the consumers get their expected. This leads to retain customers and create new customers which can maximize the market share of the company. The production system of Unilever is equipped with all the latest technologies that facilitate the company in producing products precisely according to the demands of customers. Thus, it hardly confronts employee dissatisfaction because of product quality since the production process is concerned with the quality and quantity of product from its inception phase. A higher level of product quality, in contrast, always picks the top priority of the customers in their purchasing decision-making process. 

CSR of Unilever’s contributes significantly to the brand strength of business like Unilever who deal with consumer goods. Being the part of the society, almost every company has some level of social responsibilities to its stakeholders. Besides, such responsibilities significantly affect the overall business performance. It is one of the most important drivers of Unilever that enables the company to maintain its strong industry position and sustainability through meeting customer’s expectation. Rangan, Chase and Karim (2015) stated that corporate social responsibility (CSR) strategy of Unilever assigns the top rating or highest priority to the consumers. As a result, CSR strategy focuses on the quality, price and environmental impact of consumer goods. Business professionals often find consumers as an element that ensures repeat sales of the customers. 
Unilever’s CSR strategy serves this purpose through its extensive innovation process and quality assurance policies for a diverse product mix. Besides, such a CSR strategy of Unilever focuses on extending stakeholder’s demands for business sustainability (Kesavan et al., 2013). Unilever, for example, continues to enhance its entire production processes maintaining environmental footprint. The current eco-efficiency targets curbing the use of water, energy, and CO2. This eco-efficiency approach developed an effective brand image that influences consumer perception regarding the business. They start believing safety and security from the consumption of its products. Besides, CSR efforts also suggest Unilever maintains its strong position and sustainability through meeting consumer’s expectation. Unilever is expecting to curb Carbon emission below the level of 2008 by 2020 which means the reduction of around 40% in per tonne. It is also planning to become a carbon positive manufacturing company by 2030. 
They will source their operations from 100% renewable resources. Besides, it will source all of its electricity necessity from renewable resources. The use of coal will be eliminated totally by 2020. All these are very much effective in attracting new customer pool. However, Unilever also includes suppliers in its CSR strategy. it focuses on the mutual benefit of both suppliers and the company through its Partner to Win strategic program. According to Thompson (2017), this exclusive program satisfies the interests of suppliers through an extensive collaboration that tend to support the growth of both Unilever and supplier. For an example, this exclusive program provides a comprehensive strategic plan to guide the suppliers to growth together with Unilever. 

Unilever always fosters innovation which helps them to introduce new things for the consumers with the changing course of time. According to Tepic et al. (2013), it is at the core of the company’s heart and ambition to grow the sustainability of the company. It has made science, technology, and the product development as central to keep providing the consumers with great brands that tend to improve their daily lives standards towards a positive direction. The innovation of Unilever goes through three stages and those are – 1) research, 2) development and 3) product launch. Unilever has sign main research and development (R&D) centers in the UK, US, China, Netherland and India that work on science and technology and find the way how they can be easily applied in product development process. Such research links the best thinking and ideas to bring out the best thing for the consumers. 
Unilever also focuses on achieving an innovative breakthrough through disruptive technologies which basically meet consumer needs in the best possible way compared to other available alternatives. The product design teams, on the other hand, take the breakthroughs one step further by turning unique insights into products in order to meet ongoing customer’s demand. This development process takes place until the testing status meets product description. This process of perfection ensures that the product may look great as well as stable when they will be stored for the consumers (Edquist, 2013). For example, developing packaging suits with the product can easily delight the consumers and minimising the environmental impact. The safety of the product is also checked thoroughly while developing a new product so that it can meet the standard of performance by ensuring that it meets the consumer’s needs. 
Unilever launches their new products through deploying the R&D teams through drawing on local knowledge. They tend to work closely with the colleagues so that the company can make sure the newly launched product can be produced in a way that can meet the expectation. In order to deal with the future demands and requirements of the customers, it has recruited more than 6000 R&D professionals to promote innovation that can cover consumer requirements. 
Product diversification has an advantage from both Organisational and customer perspective. It serves the customers in many ways. Since the needs and wants of the customers change every now and then, they, as a result, seek different varieties of products. Unilever is one of the largest companies in the world. It serves customers globally. This significant market expansion was possible because of their wide diversification of product line. Meanwhile, it has over 30 brands that are being sold in local and international markets in more than 190 countries. Most of their products can be categorised into some major categories such as home care, personal care, refreshment, food and beverage (Nazarova, 2015). 
Product diversification strategy of Unilever is able to deal with such changing needs and wants of the customers. It becomes easy for the company to meet the customer’s requirement by proper time. Time is a precious thing both in our personal and professional lives. According to Abbas (2018), product diversification enables a buyer to get his/her desired product easily at his elbow’s end. One can easily get home care products such as Omo, Surf, Pureit at his/her nearest shop. Besides, it doesn’t require to think much about the product when an established and well-reputed company is providing the necessary products. The result of meeting the customer’s requirement by Unilever can be seen through the market positioning of the company. Unilever provides quality food and refreshment products as well. Since these items are quite sensitive products in which customers always expect the highest quality and safety, Unilever is quite successful in this regard through offering products like Knorr, Ben & Jerry, Brooke Bond, Lipton, etc. 
Human resource is an important element of an Organisation like Unilever. It is a part of operations management and considers the sufficiency of human resource in order to support business operations. A quality process of job design and human resource is crucial for every business in which Unilever is leading the chart (Cascio and Boudreau, 2012). It has a separate human resource department. Human resources develop the Organisational culture. It is crucial to consider the fact regarding how it can satisfy the needs and requirement of the customers. Job is designed in terms of the necessity of the customers. Besides, employees are given proper training and development opportunities which generate a high level of morale and satisfaction among the customers. This results in a greater performance of the employees. As a result, they become more engaged in their work to fulfill the requirements of the customers. 
Competent workforce is the key resource behind the manufacture of quality products that can compete with any global leaders. Besides, it has thousands of employees and they work as a promoter of the company as well. Customers always demand good behaviour and services from the stores and other means of interaction with the company. Various HR practices of Unilever is effective in providing a great customer experience. For example, the HR department designs their job description considering how the customer can be served in the best possible way. As a result, they often arrange internship program both nationally and internationally. 
Unilever provides a wide variety of products globally but the company doesn’t sell its products directly to its customers. its products are available in thousands of stores across the globe. Unilever offers products within the price range which is affordable for all economic classes of people, it, therefore, requires achieving cost-effectiveness to provide products within the financial limit of the customers. In order to minimize production, as well as transportation cost, the manager of Unilever, maintain facility locations that are optimized to stand at the proximity to labour markets, target consumers, suppliers etc. For example, the production hubs of Unilever are most often proximal to some of the largest consumer goods markets (Gunasekaran and Ngai, 2012). Besides, it always avoids locations that have political as well as cultural issues. This is because such issues can generate many problems that can increase the cost of the production and decrease the productivity.
Customer relationship model developed by the company enables Unilever to meet customer’s requirement in the market. Wang and Feng (2012) stated that customer experience management requires Unilever to have a 360-degree view of the customers with up-to-date and integrated data on customers. Unilever follows a model that was developed under its customer relationship management and it is capable enough to meet customer’s requirement. The following figure explains the different elements of this model practiced by Unilever. 
Unilever starts the journey to meet customer requirements by identifying each of their customers and letting them know the Organisation feel about them. And then it differentiates the customers in terms of their value to Unilever. However, they are also differentiated in terms of their needs from Unilever. Now, direct and indirect interactions are made based on the needs and values of the customers. Direct interaction is made through a marketing campaign, personal selling, direct selling and so on. Indirect interactions are made through various advertisements and promotional activities. Sometimes, products are customized to meet the requirements of customers.
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[bookmark: _Toc523325341]Figure 4 Customer relationship management
Source: (Ninjaoutreach, 2018)
However, Unilever also practices CRM value chain model along with the CRM model. This is a very useful and effective model that helps Unilever to focus on customers regarding what they actually want and how they can be served (Payne, 2012). It has two sections – primary stages supporting conditions. Primary activities are customer-centric while supporting conditions are profit generate centric. Primary activities show how a customer can be understood by the organisation. Unilever develops customer portfolio and level of customer intimacy. It helps them to identify the exact needs and wants of the customer. Besides, it also enables Unilever to develop a network for increasing interaction with the customers. supporting activities are offered for customer’s convenience. However, it asks for managing the customer lifecycle so that customers can easily get the alert for their new and old products. 
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[bookmark: _Toc523325342]Figure 5 CRM value chain model
Source: Internet
In conclusion, it could be said that the customer experience was crucial for both academics and professionals. This is because it provides some significant insights into the customer experience. Several factors play the role of a catalyst behind the good and bad customer experience of the company discussed throughout the paper. The critical evaluation was helpful in extracting some in-depth understanding of maximising customer value which can ensure positive customer experience. The overall discussion is useful for academics and professional learners. It has also brought out many significant insights into the customer experience. Businesses of any types can easily avail necessary market opportunities easily after understanding such insights. 
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