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[image: image1.emf]Expanding Your Customer Research Toolbox: "Sure We Do Customer Visits" 

To the man who only has a hammer in the toolkit, every problem looks like a nail. -- Abraham Maslow 

Many companies often use the wrong customer research methods when planning products. This is because most organizations have never stopped to think about what their strategy is for exploring customer needs. Another reason of course is that digging in to what customers' want isn't easy -- it takes real work. 

Often it seems to be much easier to just rely on the prevailing wisdom within the company.  However, too few companies stand back to realize that while guessing about customer needs and priorities is fast and cheap -- guessing wrong is very expensive.

One Right Tool?

There is no universal all-in-one tool for effectively capturing the voice of a potential customer. Different products, markets and planning budgets are best served by different methodologies. 

However, if we had to name one method that could serve as the starter kit for a business to business company wishing to enhance it's customer understanding bandwidth, it would be the tool known as customer visitation.

There are customer visits... and there are CUSTOMER VISITS. Customer visitation is the practice of visiting a customer site to conduct an open ended but guided listening session about the customer's tasks and how they are accomplished. It is a qualitative practice designed to build deep understanding in a narrow area  -- not to generate quantitative conclusions. Our studies have shown that in the software industry for example, about 40% of software companies use this practice often or always. However, our experience also tells us that only a handful of them do it well. A formal program of Customer Visits is easily confused with the day to day practice of just "talking to customers".

In working with companies to improve their ability to capture the voice of the customer we've noted three levels of maturity in customer visitation programs. Where does your company stand?
Maturity Level 1 UNPLANNED

... its characteristics are...
· No Objectives 
· Only marketing is involved 
· When convenient 
· Content covers whatever comes up 
· No report
Maturity Level 2 ORGANIZED

... it's characteristics are...
· Three or four customers, often selected out of convenience or loyalty are visited via a planned schedule. 
· The visits are often clouded by multiple objectives; thematically aligned around a specific current product. 
·  Multiple participants on both sides represent one strata (level) of the organization. 
· The " interview" is designed around "executing" a questionnaire with numerous closed end questions. It often takes on the air of an interrogation with customers talking the least 
· Documented by a trip report from each visit-- which applies only to the question(s) at hand-- and is soon lost 
Maturity Level 3 ADVANCED

... it's characteristics are...
· Clear Objectives... generally stated in terms such as identify, describe, explore, generate 
· A program of visits consists of >12 customers who are specifically selected to reflect the market's structure and other characteristics such as happy/unhappy; demanding/basic etc. 
· A cross functional team, with specific moderator/listener roles for each team member, executes against a discussion guide which serves as an agenda -not a script. 
· The discussion includes open ended questions about the customer and his tasks 
· Based in the realization that the customer is expert, the customers are encouraged and allowed to do most of the talking. (Now here’s an idea!)
· An overall report summarizes the 'big news" from  across the series of visits. The results are available via collaborative tools such as Lotus Notes for use by the entire team.  
· Organized methods are used to extract clear customer requirements. 
· The cross visit knowledge is annotated and archived to improve it's value for downstream groups to explore new questions and to avoid unnecessary replication.
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