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I don’t write a lot of book reviews, not because I don’t read a lot of books but because so few of them are worth reviewing. This week I’m going to make an exception, for a few reasons.

One is that this is a very good book. The second is that I know one of the authors very well, and it allows me to give him a plug. The third is that I am currently staying with that very man here in London, even as I write, which makes it very easy to talk to him about his book and the philosophy behind it.

The book is called “How to Win Customers in the Digital World”, subtitled “Total Action or Fatal Inaction”. The title and subtitle have been flipped since I saw the book in draft form a year or so ago. The authors are my friend Al Dunn and his partner Peter Vervest.

Al is based in London, and has spent most of his working life advising European telecommunications suppliers and carriers on how to improve their customer service. As you can imagine, this is a difficult and thankless task. But he and Peter Vervest, a Dutch management consultant, plug away, spending a lot of time with companies like Finland’s Nokia and Dutch and German and Swiss PTTs on change management and customer relations.

(PTT is a peculiarly European acronym for “Post, Telephone and Telegraph”, which indicates the term’s long history. Despite being overtaken by technology and other events, it is still used to describe the major European telecommunications companies, many of which are still government owned or which behave as if they are).

Al has been talking about the importance of the customer ever since I have known him, which is the best part of twenty years. Just about every organisation says that its customers are important, but a surprisingly small amount actually believe it, and even fewer adopt a customer focus as the cornerstone of their business philosophy.

Common sense tells us that the customer is paramount, because they are after all the people who buy our products. But it is not just the computer industry that very often pays more attention to its products than to the people who buy them. We see it everywhere in business, and in life, and suppliers have to be constantly reminded that they are in business only because people want what they sell, are prepared to pay for it, and are happy to remain loyal if the service is good enough.

This has always been true, and it always will be true. But now, with the growth of the Internet and electronic commerce, business practices are changing very quickly, and the nature of the relationship between supplier and customer is evolving accordingly. In the digital world the skills involved in attracting and retaining customers are different enough to warrant comment, hence the book.

The authors make a major distinction between “total action” – which is roughly defined as “squeezing out” every activity that is not specifically important to the customer – and “fatal inaction” – intense activities that have no relationship to an organisation’s performance with that customer.

We see fatal inaction everywhere in life. I experienced it just last night from the bar staff at the Royal Albert Hall. “Many organisations have distanced themselves from the customer,” says Al. “Over time they have fragmented into discrete specialist functions and departments to manage, maintain and develop their operations.

“These departments develop around themselves highly complex and rigid processes and systems. In due course they begin to perceive themselves as businesses in their own right, an error today’s ‘business unit focus simply magnifies.

“Such organisations often become dysfunctional. Their people, usually intelligent and competent, have become trapped in corporate autism, a serious handicap inherited from task-oriented production-line forbears. They become inward-facing internal markets for themselves, with rules and behavioural standards that are far too rigid for the digital business world.”

Sound familiar? The object becomes the process itself, rather than the end result of that process. Now, the Internet has vastly altered these processes and their capabilities for redefining customer interaction.

“The Internet changes access and communication, but most most importantly it allows us to link information. For years FedEx has allowed people to track their parcels via the Internet, but that has become and old example. Today organisations are making their entire supply chains transparent, and third parties are providing information that suppliers will not.

One of Al’s favourite websites is smartmoney.com, which starts as a collection of coloured rectangles with different names, such as “software”, “real estate”, and the like.

“Some will be red, some will be blue. At first sight it’s totally meaningless, but when you click on the rectangles you are shown more specialist names, and then to specific company names like Cisco or Microsoft. As you click on the company names, you find and incredible range of information under it all. Share prices, articles, analysts reports and the like, all created by linking thousands of sources of information around the world.

“Digital technology, as best exemplified by the Internet, allows us to easily bring together vast amounts of related information. This information can be located anywhere in the world, but it can be presented with amazing clarity and relevance to provide links to all the sources from which the information has come. This fundamentally changes business.

“This gives the customer the ability to transparently look into an organisation’s operations, and make decisions with much more information and much more quickly than was previously the case. This, and the vastly improved access of the Internet, makes it much easier for customers to change their supplier. And that is death in the digital age.”

I recommend this book to you, and not only because my mate Al and his mate Peter wrote it. If you are in business, or customer service (and aren’t we all), “How to Win Customers in the Digital World” will remind you of the most important people in your life and how to deal with them. The book is published by Springer-Verlag and its ISBN is 3-540-66575-7.
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