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Digital shifts propel a new era

The recent developments in the digital world (forums, mobile applications, location-based services, etc.)
are resulting in a shift in customer behaviour, which requires a perceptible change in gear. It is almost
impossible to correctly identify a customer from multiple online profiles and identities, especially those that
frequently jump from editing one blog to another. The role of each channel is being re-evaluated (why 
phone a call centre when I can access the information through my iPhone?) and there is multiplication of 
opportunities to contact customers. This creates a significant challenge of ensuring that customer contacts 
are tailored and relevant while balancing cost to serve.

This book offers up some suggestions and solutions from our varied recent experience.

Eric Falque
Partner

Editorial
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Look at the music business, for instance. It was among 
the first to go digital, and the effects on its economy 
are well known. The CD market collapsed: since 2002 
the market value has dropped by 60%! But the most 
unexpected consequence of the glorious digital era 
has been the comeback of live performances. This has 
turned the business's economic model completely on 
its head. Last century, concerts and music tours were 
used as vehicles to promote albums which generated 
huge turnover. In this new digital century, the recording 
is now more of a by-product. It is the appearance of the 
artist on stage that creates the true value. Mp3 files 
can be swapped and shared illegally, however the live 

performance is a unique creation which cannot be 
replicated in this way. It is this triumph of the living over 
the inert, of interaction over isolation, that makes this 
tangible experience so sacred. 

Give consumers an experience

This music example can also be applied to other 
businesses. Innumerable iPhone applications have 
been developed that are designed purely to help the 
general public to have a "real life" experience: a virtual 
lighter flame from Zippo that you wave at concerts, 
systems to measure a moving car's acceleration from 

BMW… Even retail is jumping onto the bandwagon. 
Most brands are striving to create the right conditions 
for expressing the "experiential dimension" in their 
shops. Customers no longer want a one-stop purchase... 
They want a purchase experience. At a time when 
e-commerce reigns supreme, customers in shops want 
to be surprised, to feel emotions or at least sensations 
that they cannot as yet experience over the internet. 
The telephone operator Free has received this message 
loud and clear. Its first "Univers Freebox" is more of a 
meeting place for the members of the Free community 
than a shop in the usual sense of the word. Apple takes it 
even further. Their stores not only sell products but also 

use a showroom concept enabling customers to test 
products, learn about them and even attend seminars 
and concerts. The digital world has, of course, taken up 
the idea. Any ideas that can create an emotional link 
between the customer and the brand are transposed 
into digital.
Original digital forms are also being invented, such as 
"Advergames" which skilfully blend advertising with 
video games. Funded by the brands and free of charge 
to players, these entertainment products, which have 
been appearing for a few years now, are currently 
booming, featuring characters decked out in the logo of 
the business that produces the game. Nike, Kellogg's, 

SINCE ThE ArrIvAL OF ThE 
DIgITAL rEvOLUTION, A TANgIBLE 
CUSTOMEr ExPErIENCE IS NOW 
MOrE IMPOrTANT ThAN EvEr. IS 
ThIS A PArADOx? MAyBE NOT.

Introduction
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Pepsi and Kodak are only a few names that have already 
developed them.
however much in demand it may be, experience isn't 
everything. At points of sale, the most traditional 
functions are also going through a digital revolution. 
"Transactions", covering exchanges between customers 
and the business, such as the purchase of a product 
for money, are no exception. The emergence of new 
contactless payment methods and the importation into 
the real world of systems that started out on the web, 
such as PayPal, are likely to change the way in which we 
close a deal in the future. 

Digital, the new portal for customer 
relationships

Since the web gatecrashed into consumers' lives, 
their demands and impatience with it have grown to 
an incredible extent: always-on, real-time response, 
all encompassing, multimedia presentations, 
comparison tool… Only digital has the answer to it 
all. It is in the process of becoming the main entrance 

door to customer relations. Indeed, nearly two thirds 
of consumers look at on-line offerings before going to 
buy in a shop. Apart from sales, digital is winning over 
many other forms of interaction with customers. To 
cut running costs, businesses are increasingly farming 
out information, assistance and advice operations onto 
their websites. This relieves the other channels (points 
of sale, contact centres, etc.) and allows human and 
material resources to be reallocated. 
And what can we say about the customer relationships 
function except that it has seen a complete shake-up. 
With blogs, forums and social networks, consumers 
have a whole range of media for communicating with 
one another, exchanging tips or, alternatively, ruining 
the reputation of a brand or product. Social networks 
(Facebook, Twitter, etc.) are estimated to have nearly 
900 million web-user members throughout the world. 
And with new media comes new jobs. Looking after 
your e-reputation, getting in touch with and indulging 
on-line "influencers" are becoming full-blown jobs in 
business. Just before mid-April 2010, the McDonald’s 
restaurant chain appointed the first "social media" 

director in its history. highly symbolic. 
Experience, relationships, and transactions are the 
three key functions in business, and are all now 
dancing to the tune of the digital world. This amazing 
environment even fosters the rise of new economic 
models. In some markets, products themselves do not 
drive value; value is now embedded in the experience 
of using the product. This is revolutionising marketing. 
retailers are no longer selling these products, but 
billing for their use. With digital, businesses are also 
discovering another gem: content. Digital is the realm 
of information and data in all forms (text, images and 
sound). It is also the realm of audience. On the most 
popular websites, traffic is already counted in millions 
of unique visitors a day. For businesses, this concept 
is creating a new challenge. In order to better nourish 
their core business, they have to start thinking like 
media businesses.
A dizzying prospect. And yet the conversion of the 
customer relationship into a digital one is only just 
beginning. As now the mobile phone is getting 
involved! It's turning into the new personal multi-
function device of the 21st century and is shedding light 
on the shadowy areas of the customer relationship. We 
are now in the era of "mobiquity" where mobility and 
ubiquity are finally reconciled. Thanks to the mobile 
and especially the smartphone, millions of which are 
in circulation in the UK and Ireland alone, for the first 
time businesses can keep in constant touch with their 
customers, even when they move from one channel to 
another. Providing of course they keep their mobiles 
switched on... 

From customer knowledge to customer 
intelligence 

But be careful not to overdo it. If you try too hard to 
find out about the consumer, he or she might well 
back away. It is already happening., virtual multiple 
identities known as Avatars which consumers are 
increasingly adept at switching, could be seen as 
attempts on their part to cover their tracks, to stop 
their every act and move being tracked. But are these 

smokescreens really such an obstacle to customer 
relations, especially for marketing? The answer is 
yes, if the business measures its success by a detailed 
knowledge of its customers' identities (name, age, 
family situation, socio-professional category, tastes, 
etc.); but not if it opts for new "intelligent" systems 
for getting to know its customers. They are based on 
analysing their customers' internet browsing, or what 
they do rather than what they say. In other words, 
these systems work by deduction. This new concept of 
data mining, which underlies increasingly advanced 
loyalty schemes, like Tesco's, is so much more powerful 
than any analysis relying on traditional segmentation. 
And the great thing is it doesn't need to know the 
customers' actual identity. There's no longer any need 
to know their detailed profile to send them a relevant 
offer! This is a mammoth project. And talking of 
progress, digital has also moved into another debate: 
the environment. Digitising customer relations should 
in theory avoid releasing millions of tonnes of CO2 into 
the atmosphere... Are you ready to measure the carbon 
tax for your customer relationships? ■
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BearingPoint has written this document with the utmost care. However, given the significant amount of information contained and 
handled, the authors cannot guarantee the reliability, completeness and accuracy of the said information. 
Consequently, the authors cannot take on any responsibility as to the information in this document or its use.
Furthermore, any decision made by a reader on the basis of this document or the information it contains and/or any use made of this 
information and/or this document, is under the reader’s sole responsibility and does not necessarily reflect the views of the authors.
© 2010 - BearingPoint France SAS.
All reproduction rights reserved. 
All rights reserved. Names, trademarks and/or any other distinguishing marks of companies or products mentioned in this document are 
the property of their respective owners. BearingPoint disclaims all responsibility in case of mistake or omission.



“BearingPoint’s Key Principles” is a series published by 
the BearingPoint research Centre with a view to sharing our 

points of view on key business topics as well as practical ideas based on our 

experience. Because we are convinced that in today’s world, expertise is 

not enough, “BearingPoint’s Key Principles” also illustrate our commitment 

to develop teaming approaches with our clients, from strategy through to 

implementation.

The fundamental changes taking place in the digital world are starting to 

have far-reaching effects on customer relationships. Customer expectations 

now include such staples as permanent access and simplified product 

and price comparison, making the digital world the first entry point for 

most customer relationships. All aspects of customer management are 

impacted: business models (transactions), interactions with customers 

(relationships) and company values and culture (experience). The migration 

of customer relationships to the digital world has only just begun… Discover 

BearingPoint’s views on Digital Customer relationships.

BearingPoint is an independent firm with European roots and a global 

reach. We deliver Business Consulting with Management & Technology 

Capabilities. With our entrepreneurial and independent mindset, our 

3200 consultants are committed to creating value and achieving concrete 

results, hand-in-hand with their clients. We develop teaming approaches 

with our clients, from strategy through to implementation.

We take our clients’ priorities on board, with the result that two thirds of 

the Eurostoxx 50 and the largest public sector organisations have put their 

trust in us for over ten years now. To get there. Together


