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Abstract

Managers, consultants and scholars alike consider the digital customer
experience (CX) as the next competitive battleground for firms
worldwide. The development of corresponding CX strategies, however,
faces a number of challenges. First, similar to all emerging fields of
management, there is no universally accepted definition of the concept,
its scope and how it relates to associated management initiatives, such as
quality and satisfaction. Second, it is widely accepted that CX is very
context-specific and that there is unlikely to be a generally applicable
‘play book’ appropriate across all industries and company strategies.
Scholars portray CX disparately by exploring important facets at,
regrettably, high levels of abstraction. Therefore, their research fails to
consider the vital role of management in the process. In spite of a
plethora of published CX definitions and conceptual frameworks, there
remains a need for both theoretical and conceptual development, and
empirical research to determine which digital CX strategies and practices
have the most positive influence on organizational performance. To
contribute to the development of CX practice and what the author
characterizes as a Theory of Relevance, this article argues that scholars
must conduct research to reveal current CX management practices as a
necessary foundation for providing direction. A typology of CX practice
will act as the foundation to explore the link between practice and
performance. This study uses this typology to highlight the superior
performance of firms executing a value-driven digital customer
experience strategy. These vanguards, unlike others, apply value creation
to all stakeholders of their business. Their business practice reflects these
principles by developing a strategy crossing departmental boundaries and
integrating all of the firm’s functions into one aim — delivering superior
digital customer experiences.
Journal of Direct, Data and Digital Marketing Practice (2014) 15, 306–316.
doi:10.1057/dddmp.2014.20

Introduction
Customer experience (CX) management and CX strategy are very
important areas of research, in which ‘practice’ is in many ways ahead of
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‘academia’.1–5 However, it appears that there is no clear consensus yet on
how CX research, in particular in the digital marketing context, can be
instrumental in increasing the practical relevance of marketing scholars’
research.6

One way to achieve this is by developing a Theory of Relevance. The
term relevance refers to relevance to practice and for practitioners. I posit
that CX research has to provide more than prescriptive and descriptive
guidance. It needs to go a step further and address how business problems
should be solved and advise on how things should be done in practice.7 In
a recent conference paper,8 marketing scholars adapted a taxonomy of
theory9 to classify research articles appearing in leading marketing
journals. They concluded that more than 90 per cent of all research papers
focus on description, explanation and prediction theory, while less than 10
per cent go beyond description and develop specific design and action
theory. Design and action theory develops general principles to solve a
category of business problems, rather than a unique set of features aimed to
solve a unique business problem (eg, a specific offering from a specific
provider and/or in a specific context/setting). It is important to note that the
level of generalization clearly distinguishes this approach from
consultancy practices.

This study extends prior CX research by connecting a typology of
customer experience practices to firm performance and subsequently
developing principles about how to solve the business problem of creating
successful digital CX management programmes. It illustrates the
effectiveness of the most profitable strategies relating to the organization’s
practices.

The article is organized as follows. First, it summarizes the existing
CX literature, leading to a call for the development of a Theory of
Relevance. Then I introduce and elaborate upon the CX typology
adopted for the study. After introducing the method, the findings are
presented and discussed with the implications for theory and practice.
Finally, I share the study’s limitations, leading to the opportunities for
future research.

CX research has a long history, despite only recently becoming en
vogue, going back as far as the early nineteenth century.10 Back then,
scholars were already discussing the concept of customer experience
centrality, identifying strategies revolving around CX as the only viable
exchange paradigm.11 Provocatively speaking, one could argue that
today’s holistic conceptualizations and definitions of CX from both
scholars and businesses provide very little additional insight beyond how
the phenomenon was described in the past. While more recent definitions
of CX remain very broad — ranging from a customer’s actual and
anticipated purchase and consumption experience,12 a distinctive
economic offering,13 or the result of encountering, undergoing or living
through events, to the notion of the new, experience-seeking consumer14

as a co-creator of value15 — two main themes emerge. First, CX is holistic
and, second, it includes process and outcome components. Compared with
early CX literature, stating that people do not desire products and services
but the experiences these offerings will deliver, one can conclude that very
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little progress in exploring the phenomenon has been made. If this is
indeed the case, one has to ask why this might be.

One possible explanation is that marketing as a science has certain
strengths and areas of potential for improvement. To illustrate this, allow
me to simplify and state that (the solving of) business problems can be
divided into three stages. The first stage is to explore and determine which
requirements are needed to solve the problem. The second stage — let us
call it the ‘black box’ — includes processes, actions and interactions
leading to the third, and final, stage— linking the results of these actions to
outcomes.

Marketing scholars traditionally excel in Stage 1, determining the
requirements needed for a specific action to solve a business problem, and
Stage 3, connecting the actions to an outcome. The latter is achieved by,
for example, measuring the action’s impact upon customer satisfaction,
service quality and so on. However, scholars are struggling to gain
significant insight into Stage 2, to decode what happens inside the black
box. Given CX’s complex, multifaceted and holistic nature, this task
becomes not only more important, but also more challenging.

Another possible explanation for this gap is the sometimes-stated lack of
relevance in marketing scholars’ research. Marketing is, fundamentally,
about application. Therefore, the academic community should seek to
provide both guidance and solutions to practitioners. According to meta-
theorists, such as Dickhoff et al,16 marketing research and theory must
have an action orientation because it exists ‘finally for the sake of practice’.

This study delivers a contribution to both practice and the Theory of
Relevance, extending an existing typology of customer experience
practices into the digital marketing context. It presents an analysis of —
and connection between — digital CX practices and firm performance.
This allows the development of principles about how to solve the business
problem of creating successful digital CX management programmes.

The challenge of customer experience practice
The challenge of understanding and creating the most profitable customer
experiences strategies and corresponding practices sits atop most chief
executives’ agendas. Companies such as Ritz Carlton, Disney, IKEA,
Singapore Airlines and Apple revolve their management strategies around
developing favourable customer experiences. Only a few scholarly studies
focus on how to manage CX in practice, however, and there are few
discussions on company strategy for designing and managing favourable
CX. Given the increasing importance of digital channels for customers
worldwide, digital CX strategies are becoming even more relevant. This
added component, however, adds yet another level of complexity to
designing favourable customer experiences.

The level of complexity does not stop here, though. Berry, Carbone and
Haeckel15 argue that organizations should recognize CX clues related to
both functionality and emotions. Since emotions play an important role in
how customers perceive their experience, offers must be designed to
ensure that both functional and affective aspects are considered carefully.

Three stages to solve
business problems

Marketers excel at
action and outcomes

Research for the sake
of practice

Management strategy
based on CX

If CX is everything, how
can an organization
possibly manage it?

Klaus

308 © 2014 MACMILLAN PUBLISHERS LTD. 1746-0166 VOL. 15 NO. 4 PP 306–316. Journal of Direct, Data and Digital Marketing Practice



However, there is no clear consensus on how these two aspects contribute
to CX. This review on the emerging challenges highlights that we are still
struggling to define the construct coherently. By connecting practices to
performance, this study adds a much-needed viewpoint to this discussion.
On the basis of its findings, I develop a set of principles to provide
guidance on how CXmanagement should be practised. Klaus et al17 define
CX management as ‘a strategic approach to designing experiences in order
to create value for both customers and the organization’.

Preservers, Transformers and Vanguards— A typology for CX
strategy and management
Implementing CX is challenging because of its broad definition and scope.
CX covers an extended time horizon for every customer, direct and
indirect, and every touch-point, as well as emotional and functional
responses. To deal with this challenge, organizations need to define a clear
scope commensurate with their strategies and then determine an achievable
plan for its development. Given the contextual nature of CX, it is not likely
that scholars will develop a comprehensive and universal guide to CX
implementation quickly, or that consultants will find it easy to develop a
universal best practice to avoid the risk of CX implementation failure.

In brief sections on managerial implications in most studies, scholars
exhort managers to do everything with the unchallenged assumption that
only the truly committed and ambitious succeed. However, a large-scale,
comprehensive CX programme may not only be beyond the immediate
reach of most firms, it may also not be universally desirable (eg, for budget
airlines). A typology of CX practice allows managers to define their level
of ambition, scope their efforts and allocate their investments accordingly.
A typology of CX management is proposed here as a starting point for
firms seeking to both understand the quality of practice and systematically
plan for CX development.

This study adopts Klaus et al’17 CX strategy and management practice
typology. Klaus et al17 divide existing CX management practices into
three clusters: Preservers, Transformers and Vanguards. The practices of
these clusters differ over the five dimensions of CX strategy and
management, namely, definitions, scope and objectives; governance;
management; policy development; and challenges (see Table 1). Klaus
et al17 describe the clusters as shown in Table 2.

Preservers
Preservers define CX management as an extension or development of
existing service delivery practices and assess effectiveness using
traditional customer outcome measures of service quality or satisfaction.
While acknowledging its importance, Preservers are incapable of making a
strong business case for CX to top management. For example, the manager
of a financial service firm states that they ‘do not know how CX relates to
business outcomes’.

Not all practices are
equal

CX may not be
universally desirable

Three clusters of
practice

Incapable of making
the business case
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Preservers’ programmes are a series of limited initiatives, rather than a
comprehensive programme led by a well-articulated long-term vision.
Their practices lack central control, corresponding processes or an
overarching vision. Inabilities to connect CX management practice to
identifiable goals and outcomes prevent the development of a compelling
business case and elevation of CX to a strategic level. Preservers provide
few examples of positive and negative CX and have little knowledge of
their programmes’ origin. While they acknowledge the importance of
accountability, they struggle to develop appropriate measures of
effectiveness.

Their focus is on organizational results, whereas outcomes for
employees, customers and corresponding core business processes, such as
front and back office integration, are not developed. Preservers provide
limited training for customer-interacting employees responsible for
delivering good experiences. Preservers acknowledge neither the
importance of digital channels nor their influence on CX. Preservers
do not discuss the role of business partners in delivering experiences.

Table 1: Customer experience management and strategy— Dimensions and definitions

Dimensions Definition

CX definitions, scope and
objectives

Organizations’ definitions of CX, its scope and objectives

Governance of CX Comments related to a need for systematic management of CX under
leadership of a responsible manager

Management of CX Reports a model of ideal experiences and a set of business processes
against that ideal (ie, existence of a CX business plan/model and business
processes)

CX policy development Describes the instigating force behind introduction of a CX programme
and how objectives were formulated

CX challenges Describes key management challenges organizations face in CX practice

Table 2: Customer experience typology

Preservers Transformers Vanguards

Definition,
scope and
objectives

Extension of service Acknowledge the broad
nature of CX and its strate-
gic importance

Broad and strategic. No other
priority ‘tops’ it

Governance Functional-level
initiatives, focus
within the firm

Align CX to organizational
goals and strategy

Policy and organizational levels
aligned. Continual assessment
and improvement

Management
(operational)

Service quality, chan-
nel integration

Channel integration, loy-
alty, brand perception,
recommendation

Integration of business pro-
cesses through the supply
chain and across channels.
Commensurate HR and organi-
satisational development
policies

Policy
development

Lack of over-arching
vision

Strategic intent, varies as to
sponsorship

Committed top-level sponsor-
ship, cross-functional
ownership

Challenges Not a strategic initia-
tive, cannot make
the business case for
change

Looking for senior sponsor-
ship, more appropriate
metrics, business and pro-
cess models

Re-invention, maintaining com-
petitive edge. Business part-
ners sometimes a limiting
factor

Struggle for
appropriate measures

Limited training for
customer-facing staff
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Although they acknowledge verbally the importance of CX management,
they do not develop commensurate practices.

Transformers
Transformers differ from Preservers in all five dimensions of CX practice.
Transformers believe CX is linked positively to financial performance, but
acknowledge its holistic nature and the resulting challenges in scoping and
defining CX and CX management. This indicates a clear internal discourse
concerning CX strategy and its management practice.

Unlike Preservers, Transformers view all channels — digital in
particular — as a key component for shaping their programmes. As the
manager of a retail conglomerate states, ‘we know that all channels
influence our customers’ behaviour’. Transformers are convinced that CX
influences customer satisfaction, loyalty, recommendation and brand
perception. In contrast to Preservers, who manage it as an extension of
existing practices, Transformers believe CX is strategically important and
highlight the necessity of designing and executing a corresponding
strategy based on the organization’s definition of CX.

Transformers connect CX practice to organizational goals and link
practice to existing measurements of customer outcomes. However,
Transformers acknowledge shortcomings of existing measurements and
search for more sophisticated approaches to assess CX and its performance
impact. Transformers articulate a detailed history of their programmes,
most often initiated by a top executive. All Transformer organizations have
CX teams with individuals assigned purely to this task. These individuals
do not necessarily constitute a central and cross-departmental team.
Transformers acknowledge the impact of customer-interacting personnel
on delivering CX and influencing customer behaviour and develop
appropriate training programmes.

In comparison to a Preserver’s focus on incremental improvements,
Transformers strive to become a CX-focused organization, acknowledging
both the broad nature of CX and implications for managing CX throughout
the organization. These organizations accept long-term commitment to
transformation. Nonetheless, they struggle to develop a CX business
model and corresponding business processes. While they often concentrate
on improving existing processes, they struggle to grasp the overall picture
of CX strategy. While Transformers struggle to link CX to financial
outcomes, they are convinced of the positive influence of CX on customer
behaviour and their organizational goals.

Vanguards
Vanguards have a clear strategic model of CX management impacting all
areas of the organization, and develop commensurate business processes
and practices to ensure its effective implementation. While Transformers
merely acknowledge the broad-based challenges of CX management,
Vanguards integrate functions and customer touch-points to ensure
consistency of the desired customer experiences across their own business

CX linked to financial
performance

All channels influence
behaviour

Impact of staff on CX

Long-term
commitment to
transformation

Consistency of the
desired CX
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and those of their partners. Digital channels and an integrated digital CX
programme are essential to this approach. The CEO of a
telecommunication provider acknowledges that ‘digital has become the
most crucial of our channels in terms of driving consumer behaviour’.

Vanguards use existing measurements to track the impact of their
programmes based on customer-centric outcomes and evaluations, while
constantly developing new tools and practices to support the overall
strategy. For example, Vanguards recognize the crucial role of
accountability and are constantly developing new and better ways to
measure the effectiveness and efficiency of CX practice. Vanguards
manage the design and measurement of experiences through a central
group that integrates multiple organizational functions. CX practice is
founded on the conviction that satisfying expected outcomes for
customers is the driver of organizational performance. Training,
recruitment and human resources development are guided by the CX
strategy. Thus, employees are rewarded for delivering experiences that
customers value.

In Vanguard organizations, management receives clear and visible
support from top executives. Practice continually develops the CX
business model. This model is based on— and implemented by— internal
research and functions throughout the entire organization. Vanguards
develop evidence to monitor and assess the effectiveness of the experience
strategy based on measurements of loyalty and customer satisfaction.

To extend and expand our knowledge about CX strategy and
management practices, I decided to explore the suggested relationship
between CX practices and profitability in more detail. I decided that the
study should include more than one type of context in order to develop a
set of practices for a wide range of organizations.

Methodology
On the basis of the typology,17 I created a survey to articulate the meaning
and domain of digital CX strategy and management practice using expert
informants. I identified potential experts for the study by following the
procedure advocated by the literature18 based on the following criteria:

(a) tangible evidence of expertise,
(b) reputation,
(c) availability and willingness to participate,
(d) understanding of the general problem area,
(e) impartiality,
(f) lack of an economic or personal stake in the potential findings.

Managers were then further selected based on meeting the following
three criteria:

(g) employed with a company at least since the introduction of the digital
CX programme,

(h) involved with the programme’s creation and introduction,

Developing new
measurement tools

Top-down support for
CX
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(i) responsible for current digital CX management and programme
development.

This selection procedure ensured the reduction of bias.19 We conducted
surveys with 80 managers meeting the selection criteria.

In a subsequent step, after allocating all cases to their respective
clusters — Preservers, Transformers and Vanguards — three researchers
scrutinized the individual, self-reported sales growth numbers of all cases
over the last 3 and 5 years. This analysis allows the exploration of the
crucial link between CX strategy and management practices and
profitability, following the guidelines of well-established studies exploring
marketing practices.20

Findings
After clustering the individual cases, we calculated their average
profitability, measured by their self-reported sales growth over the last 3
and 5 years. Preservers had the lowest average profitability (1.1 per cent),
while Vanguards reported by far the highest average (8.2 per cent), almost
double the Transformers’ score (4.2 per cent). This finding has wide-
ranging implications for both theory and practice.

Discussion
This research not only validates the Klaus et al17 CX strategy and
management practice typology, but, more importantly, connects digital
CX practices to profitability. The typology helps firms to scope ambition
and establish a realistic development path for investment in new
experience-creating capabilities, such as the use of digital channels to
design favourable customer experiences.

Despite encouragement from scholars and consultants for radical
transformations of experience management, organizations must first
establish the extent of their ambitions and practices. Next, they can
evaluate how they relate to an overall strategy, determining the
contribution of the digital CX in detail. For some companies, a limited
commitment to experience may be sufficient to retain customers and
achieve marketing objectives; others may wish to compete on superior
experience and will need to develop from an emergent to a competitive
programme.

This study allows managers to determine their current state of practice
and to contemplate whether and how their practices differ from the most
profitable ones in their industry. Therefore, this study, in combination with
the existing typology, gives managers not only an opportunity to
benchmark their existing practices, but a foundation for improving their
CX strategy and management programme across all dimensions of their
practice: CX definitions, scope and objectives; governance; management;
policy development; and challenges.21

Exploring the CX-to-
profitability link

Differing levels of
profitability by cluster

Connecting practice to
profitability

Differing practices
across industry

Towards practical relevance

313© 2014 MACMILLAN PUBLISHERS LTD. 1746-0166 VOL. 15 NO. 4 PP 306–316. Journal of Direct, Data and Digital Marketing Practice

Special Issue: Focus on Digital Marketing



CX strategies and value co-creation
Scholars22 highlight the connection between CX strategy and management
practices and firm performance based on value co-creation. Scrutinizing
the practices of the most profitable firms, the Vanguards, my study
supports this assertion. Vanguards, unlike other existing practices, extend
CX management skills, such as co-creation, not only to customers, but also
to the firm’s broader network. Internally, their reward structures match CX
objectives, focusing on customer assessment of the experience.

When the programme extends to suppliers, the firm assesses and
rewards them against measures of CX. Vanguards’ digital practices and
strategies are based on the principle of resource integration. This
integration forms a prerequisite for customers’ value co-creation where
value is understood as experiential, contextual and meaning-laden23.
Vanguards verify the use of customers as an operant resource in terms of,
for example, customer insights, using opinions or feedback from
customers to create new value propositions.

Vanguards involve customers in value creation in various ways, but in
particular through the use of digital communication platforms. For
example, customers assist in the design and development of the service
system, achieved through feedback from complaints, suggestions or
contributions delivered through user platforms. Other tools and techniques
used include social media, such as Facebook and Twitter, to drive an open
two-way communication that drives and guides the design and
development of mutually beneficial CX management practice.

Towards a Theory of Relevance
The aim of my study is to contribute to a Theory of Relevance by
developing principles for solving the business problem of creating
successful CX strategies and management programmes. This is achieved
by extending the work of Klaus, Edvardsson and Maklan,17 connecting
their typology of customer experience practices to firm performance. By
connecting CX practices to profitability, my study goes beyond description
and develops specific design and action theory. It develops general
principles to solve a category of business problems, designing profitable
CX strategies and management practices, rather than a unique set of
features aimed to solve a unique business problem.

However, this is just a start, and I hope this example demonstrates how
we, as scholars, can develop theory that is highly relevant to practice.
In fact, my colleagues and I are convinced that CX strategy and
management— in particular the digital CX— delivers an ideal platform to
achieve this. CX does not live in a functional area, and practical solutions
are needed to address the difficulties and opportunities on a strategic level.
CX allows us not only to create a set of tools that shape practice and the
conversation, but also to train future managers and shift their thinking,
emphasizing the strategic level of CX management.24

I posit that marketing should own both customer experience and
customer relationship management.25 Thus, marketing practitioners and
scholars will lead the strategic agenda to influence and guide how

How to become a
Vanguard

Involving customers in
value creation

The path to relevance

CX ideal platform for
relevant research

Marketing should own
CX
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relationships are built and influenced. In summary, (digital) CX allows us
as scholars not only to challenge but also to change the way to think and
ultimately conduct business, by developing a Theory of Relevance.

Limitations and future research directions
This study explores the link between digital CX strategies and profitability
using an existing typology that is applicable across varying service settings
and contexts. Different sectors face disparate issues, and therefore we
encourage researchers to test empirically the findings by studying various
practices. These studies could provide insight into whether and to what
extent our findings differ across contexts and sectors, for example, between
goods and service contexts and sectors. The challenge and research
opportunity is to use the typology to build the road from moving towards
becoming a Vanguard into a practical setting to analyse strengths and
weaknesses. I posit that the five dimensions of CX practice are
interdependent, but deriving the nature of interconnectivity requires further
investigation. Another stream of investigation would be to explore
the primary drivers behind CX strategies resulting in favourable or
unfavourable CX. Finally, I suggest studies in which firms with the same
or similar CX strategies in select industries are compared based on
CX outcomes. Studies should identify and analyse the mechanisms
behind these differences and explore communication and implementation
of CX strategies.
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