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Copernicus Revisited: Firm-Centricity to Customer-Centricity 

Over 500 years ago Copernicus, a Renaissance-era mathematician and astronomer, revolutionized 
astronomy and science by stating that the Earth revolved around the Sun. This not only countered the 
prevalent view that everything revolved around the Earth, but it also altered the field of astronomy 
forever. 
 
Just like Copernicus, today’s leading companies and their executives are revolutionizing the business 
world by demonstrating that companies who revolve around their customers (customer-centric) are 
not only more viable but successfully thrive in today’s highly competitive, frequently disruptive world. 
This is not the case for firm-centric brethren. Many of them are failing or struggling to just survive. 
Firm-centricity, which dominated management thinking for the last century, is now threatening the 
future of businesses that operate in this manner. 
 
CHANGING MINDSETS AND BELIEFS 
Companies who hold the mindset that their customers must revolve around them, abiding by their 
business policies and practices, and constrained to a fixed set of product/service offerings, are being 
beaten by their nimble, customer-focused competitors. Many of these companies who tried to design 
and sell products meeting “everyone’s” needs are realizing their offerings meet “no one’s” needs. This 
is a death knell for companies, especially when customers have so much information about and can 
access better options that meet their own needs. These firms focus or have focused, on growing 
shareholder value. They optimized their processes to drive shareholder value, but not giving much, if 
any, consideration to their customers. These companies are facing declining performance levels and 
are (or will be) realizing that their firm-centricity is a big part of the problem. 
 
Today, customers, not companies, hold all the cards. Customers know, expect and demand more. 
They have more choices than ever before. Their expectations are not just influenced by what typical 
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industry competitors offer but are now shaped by the practices of best-in-class companies (often not 
in their market) like Amazon, Southwest, and USAA.  
 
Even more jarring, many customers are choosing new, previously unheard of, market entrants like 
Uber, Airbnb, and Venmo. These new players deliver better outcomes and experiences, in radically 
different ways, completely disrupting markets and the rules by which they operate. These new players 
are increasing the size of the market by appealing to and bringing in new-to-market customers, who 
have no reason to consider the incumbents. 
 
Firm-centric companies now see their “loyal” customers leaving and choosing more customer-centric 
providers who can deliver the outcomes they desire when, where, and how they want. Customers are 
no longer willing to settle for what incumbents offer. For firm-centric companies, accepting that their 
approach no longer works is akin to an addict admitting to an addiction. It is the first step.  
To become customer-centric, a firm and its leaders must challenge, and often change their long-held 
beliefs and mindsets about their business and industry. This means also considering new business, 
operational and organizational models. Many firms have believed that a command and control, follow 
the rules mindset reduced business risk. Now the opposite is true as this mindset hinders employees 
from adapting to and serving ever-changing markets and the needs of more demanding customers. 
These firms lose revenue and often incur increased expenses due to costly workarounds, wasted time 
getting approvals for exceptions, and increased customer acquisition costs as they struggle to recoup 
revenue lost. 
 
A new mindset is called for, one that realizes employees enabled with information, technology, and 
knowledge, can be trusted and empowered to make the “right” decisions (for the customer). This is 
just one of many mindset and model changes needed to transform to become customer-centric. 
Suffice it to say, expanding on this subject is beyond the scope of this article, but will be addressed in 
forthcoming pieces.  
 
CUSTOMER’S VIEW OF CUSTOMER-CENTRICITY 
Customers of well-known, leading customer-centric firms, like Amazon, Chick Fil A, Disney, Harley 
Davidson, Southwest, Trader Joes, and USAA, rave about what these firms offer and the great 
experiences they have as customers. This is not just a B2C idea, but it holds true for B2B or B2B2C. 
Notably, customer-centric businesses focus on the entire end-to-end experience from the first 
moment of consideration through the post-purchase period. They deliver a superior, coherent, and 
cohesive experience (inclusive of the actual product or service purchased) compared to all others.  
What makes these companies special? Throughout the entirety of the experience, customers feel 
cared for and special. Their needs are listened to, understood, and addressed. They get the 
products/services that meet their current and expected needs when they want, where they want and 
how they want. Customers find these companies easy to work with and hassle-free whether 
interacting in person, on the phone or online. They trust these companies because they act 
transparently and fairly, always with them, the customer, as their primary focus. 
 
These customers know they are getting both a product/service (output) and an experience (outcome) 
they desire and value. Like other airlines, Southwest moves people from point A to point B, however, 
they do it in a way that is easy, effortless, and enjoyable for the customer.  There are no hassles nor 
baggage fees, change fees, or unfriendly policies. Many travelers enjoy flying on Southwest even to 
the point of having fun. While the output (moving from A to B) to the customer is a commodity, the 
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outcome (flight and experience) is what makes Southwest special and their customers loyal. The same 
holds true for the companies mentioned above and others like them. 
 
EMPLOYEES’ VIEW OF CUSTOMER-CENTRICITY 
Notably, employees at customer-centric companies tend to enjoy and are engaged in their jobs.  They 
feel cared for, enabled and empowered by their company and its leaders. They also like and trust their 
co-workers.  Why? 
 
 First, employees know, understand and embrace their company’s mission (and strategy). They know 
the “right thing to do” and are trusted to do so. At Southwest, the Mission is “Connect people to 
what’s important in their lives through friendly, reliable and low-cost air travel”. This over-arching 
statement provides clear customer-focused guidance to all employees and sends a clear message to 
customers on what they should expect. Everything employees do is in service to and guided by their 
Mission. If they follow it, they will achieve their Vision “To become the world’s most loved, most flown, 
and most profitable airline”.  By the way, notice the order of these objectives in the Mission - friendly, 
reliable, and then low cost and in the Vision – most loved, most flown, and then most profitable. 
Compare this to the mantra at Spirit Airlines which is “To offer the lowest total price to the places we 
fly”. Their leaders have been very explicit that their airline is about delivering a bare-bones flight at 
the lowest cost.  Note though, that anything beyond the bare bones has a fee attached (even carry-
on bags).  There are strict rules and policies for customers. If customers do not follow them, they will 
be charged more. Employees also must follow strict rules and policies and have no latitude to do 
otherwise. This mantra drives a very different set of employee behaviors and results in a very different 
customer experience (Spirit has one of the lowest customer satisfaction scores in the industry).  
A company’s view and practices around customer-centricity directly affect the employee experience. 
Southwest employees don’t wonder about what to do, they know to treat their customers in an 
authentically friendly and helpful way, regardless of their role or what they are doing. They never 
make excuses or say, “but our policy says...”. They work together as a team to deliver on their brand 
promise. They never say, “It is not my job, you need to go to...”. They know that if it is about providing 
friendly, reliable, and low-cost air travel it is their job. With this mindset, they don’t have to ask what 
they should do or for permission to do it. They are enabled, empowered, and expected to do their 
jobs. 
 
For Southwest, customer-centricity is never in question. Employees recognize that they provide 
something far more valuable for their customers than moving them from point A to point B. 
Southwest flights are pleasurable, and often a memorable, experience for each of their customers. It 
may be because of how an agent handled a customer’s flight change without a hassle (or $200 in fees) 
to how a flight attendant creatively delivered the pre-flight announcement. Southwest employees are 
encouraged to be their authentic selves in their jobs. They know they can and are empowered to make 
a difference for their customer. For all these reasons Southwest employees take pride in their jobs 
and consistently rate their experience with the company high, resulting in top ratings in the annual 
Great Place to Work survey.   
 
BENEFITS OF CUSTOMER-CENTRICITY TO FIRM PERFORMANCE 
Becoming customer-centric does not mean disregarding either operational excellence/discipline or 
financial results. Successful companies realize they need to master these, not choose between them. 
As a result, customer-centric businesses typically far outperform firm-centric businesses across 
customer, market and financial metrics and create more shareholder value over the longer term. 
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The customer satisfaction and customer experience results for these companies far outperform their 
firm-centric competitors. This leads to increased customer loyalty resulting in increasing revenues 
both from existing customers and new customers, as they hear more about and get referred to the 
company. Often market size increases (as new customers enter the market) as do market share and 
share of wallet. Customer-centricity is a major and sustainable revenue growth driver.  
 
While financial investment and operating costs have not been explicitly addressed here, it is not 
unusual for companies to make initial investments and have short-term expense increases as they 
establish and embed customer-centricity in their organization. In the long run though, profitability 
and profits rise because of increased revenue growth, lower account expansion, and new customer 
acquisition costs, reduced customer retention expenses, and lower operating expenses.  
 
SO, WHAT’S NEXT? 
We have made a compelling case for becoming (more) customer-centric or, at a minimum, a case for 
at least exploring the current state or your business’s customer-centricity and the costs and benefits 
of becoming (more) customer-centric.  Are you concerned about your company’s customer-centricity 
and how it is likely impacting your current and future performance?  
 
If so, it is important to assess and understand your situation.  Here is how to quickly do this: 
 
1. Conduct an employee assessment to understand their perspectives and posture on customer-

centricity. Sample all levels of your organization on (a) understanding customer needs, customer 

satisfaction, and many other dimensions of customer-centricity, (b) employees’ ability to be 

consistently customer-centric and deliver desired customer experiences, (c) obstacles to doing so, 

and (d) leadership and organizational support for customer-centricity. 

2. Conduct a similar style customer assessment to understand their needs, satisfaction levels, 

perceptions of the company and views of their own customer experiences.  To do so, talk to your 

customers, survey them, and/or conduct focus groups. 

3. Analyze, compare, and synthesize what you have learned in the prior steps. Draft your 

observations and findings.  

4. Conduct a leadership workshop to share, review, and discuss these observations and finding. 

5. During the workshop or a follow-up session, determine the extent of the challenge, develop an 

actionable plan, and execute it.  

6. Measure and monitor progress.  Lather, rinse, repeat. 

 
Obviously, we’ve greatly simplified the process for the purposes of this writing. The better information 
you have the better you will understand and be able to act effectively on this challenge. There is much 
more work to be done. Those who have successfully navigated the journey to customer-centricity will tell 
you the journey is best accomplished with the support of an experienced navigator and coach.  
This is where we can help you. Ready to better understand how firm-centric or customer-centric you are? 
Want to start your journey to customer-centricity? If you answered yes to either of these questions and 
want assistance or just want to learn more about how customer-centricity, please contact Jay Weiser 
(jweiser@twelveoaksadvisors.com) for a complimentary two-hour consultation. To learn more about us, 
visit www.twelveoaksadvisors.com.  
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