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We’ve long understood that in business-
to-consumer (B2C) industries a positive 
service experience provides competitive 
advantage in customer acquisition and 
retention. Yet, customer experience 
management is emerging as a critical 
component of success in business-to-
business (B2B) industries as well. In 
fact, recent research reveals that half of 
B2B firms’ top executives say customer 
experience management is a competitive 
differentiator and influences major 
decision-making1. Despite its importance, 
customer experience management is just 
emerging as a formal program in most 
B2B companies. 

The same research also reports that 
just 20 percent of B2B companies have 
implemented customer experience 
management as a formal business process 
and only 28 percent of B2B executives 
base strategic decisions on customer 
experience or customer lifetime value2. 
Indeed, B2B companies are still getting 
acquainted with customer experience 
management. As executives are learning 
how it differs from customer satisfaction 
and relationship management, investment 
is increasing. Half of B2B organizations 

have increased investment in customer 
experience management over the past 
five years and, rightly so3. For businesses 
serving businesses, understanding how  
to design and deliver a superior  
customer experience means significant  
competitive advantage. 

These B2B findings are consistent with 
Accenture’s recent global research on 
the growing importance of customer 
experience. This research, conducted 
in 2011, highlighted that the bar for 
acceptable service performance continues 
to rise4 and that customer service 
expectations among consumers in India 
are higher by 77% compared with just 
12 months ago and considerably higher 
than five years ago. Indeed, for the first 
year since Accenture began its annual 
consumer research, customer service 
has become the top reason (over price) 
that consumers chose a new provider. 
The research also confirmed that the 
consequences of poor service performance 
are severe. In the past year, two in three 
consumers globally have switched the 
company from which they purchased a 
product or service due to poor  
customer service. 

In today’s service environment, a 
differentiated customer experience 
strategy clearly enhances the brand. 
It also allows a company to deliver a 
premium service, where appropriate, to 
top-tier customers while maintaining 
the affordability of the overall service 
experience. Accenture’s research confirms 
that companies can increase customer 
retention, reduce support costs, and grow 
their customer base by providing such 
differentiated treatment. In this paper, we 
explore how a B2B customer experience 
blueprint can lay the foundation for such 
differentiated treatment by identifying 
where premium service opportunities 
exist as well as how to capitalize on 
these opportunities, while maintaining an 
acceptable overall cost to serve.  
Towards this, the following aspects of the 
B2B Customer Experience have  
been elaborated:

• The Need for the Differentiated  
Customer Experience

• The Challenge in Delivering the 
Differentiated Experience

• Accenture’s Customer Experience Point  
of View

• The Benefits of Delivering the 
Differentiated Customer Experience
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The Need for the Differentiated 
Customer Experience
To begin with the company must be 
equipped to face new challenges amidst 
changing customer expectations. The 
customer is in control and becoming 
more demanding. They have choices–and 
they influence, define or even design 
those choices. However, they are still 
not getting what they want. This makes 
setting the right expectations and offering 
a differentiated experience critical.
As per recent research5, globally 44% of 
the customers have a higher customer 
expectation than a year ago (it is 77% 
for Indian customers), while 82% of 
the customers appreciate a company 
that allows them to customize products 
and services based on their personal 

preferences. At the same time, there 
is a significant first mover advantage 
when it comes to customer experience 
enhancement. While it is definitely viewed 
as a competitive differentiator, customer 
experience is yet to be well leveraged. 

Net promoter scores meet or exceed the goals of only 54% of firms.

Source :1st Annual ClearAction Business-to-Business Customer Experience Management Benchmarking Study, ClearAction, 2010.
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Half of B2B firms’ top 
executives say Customer 
Experience Management (CEM) 
is a competitive differentiator 
and influences major decision-
making, however…

Only 20% of B2B companies  
have implemented customer  
experience management as a 
formal business process 

Top Management’s Official Communications & Day-to-Day Actions

Figure 1: Increasing importance of the customer experience
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Source :1st Annual ClearAction Business-to-Business Customer Experience Management Benchmarking Study, ClearAction, 2010.
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Goals for Customer Experience Management (CEM)

Half of B2B firms are investing less than 
1% of their annual revenue in customer 
experience management.    

A third of B2B firms are investing 1% to 
2% of revenue.   
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Since 2005, 64% of companies  
have increased CEM spending, while a 
fourth of B2B firms report no change,  
and only a tenth have decreased their 
CEM investment.  

This increased spending was largely 
internal:  internal resources dedicated 
to customer experience management 
have increased among two-thirds of 
companies, while out-of-pocket  
spending has increased in only one among 
4 companies    

Annual Investment in CEM 

As per a recent report of B2B companies, 
almost half of the B2B firms’ top executives 
say Customer Experience Management (CEM) 
is a competitive differentiator and influences 
major decision-making yet only 48% of B2B 
firms invest less than 1% of annual revenue in 
customer experience management.  
(see figure 2)

While these facts are for global behaviors, 
in India the percentages for investments 
towards Customer Experience are even lower; 

underscoring the need to take action to 
enhance the B2B Customer Experience.
Furthermore, even as the importance of 
customer experience grows, B2B companies 
continue to apply a uniform approach to 
service across markets, customer segments 
and types of customer interactions. In fact, 
most B2B companies provide a disparate and 
disaggregated experience across the customer 
lifecycle spanning touch points across 
marketing, sales and service.

Figure 2: Customer Experience Management Investment 

The Peanut Butter Analogy 

For most B2B companies, service is 
traditionally thought of as a cost to serve 
and, therefore, begs the question: how 
good a service can a company afford to 
provide within its service cost structure? The 
answer usually is to spread service across 
all customers equally, in a “one size fits all” 
service model. We refer to this phenomenon 
as the peanut butter analogy: a company 

takes what it has in terms of the service 
model and spreads it across all customers 
equally. In such a model, servicing a Rs. 50000 
order costs the same as servicing a Rs. 50 
Lakhs order. Top-tier customers are offered 
the same kind of experience as a customer 
who generates only a fraction of that revenue 
for the company. And when the spread¬ing of 
the peanut butter gets thin, the experience of 
all customers diminishes
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