White paper
Insights beyond 2020

A Vision
Imagine for a
moment, knowing
ahead of time what
our customers desire
and value, or being
able to identify their
pain points as they
happen in real time.
These scenarios aren’t
science fiction. They
are essential to fulfill
the strategic goals
of a modern-day
organisation.

The following white paper outlines an approach to deliver this vision. It aims to focus
attention on this future, catalyse the conversation about customer-centricity, and
ultimately lead to a sustainable change in organisations.
We believe the mission of the best insights team revolves around the following ethos:
“To inspire transformational change by promoting the human story”. Their goal is to
adapt business thinking to human thinking.
Delivering on this commitment will:
• Increase profitability for the organisation
•	Identify opportunities and recommendations to drive business growth
•	Anticipate future consumer needs and deliver compelling propositions and experiences
•	Bring discipline and action to the strategic imperative of “being customer-centric”
• Build a consolidated source of deep customer knowledge for the organisations benefit
Without question, the new source of competitive advantage is customer-centricity:
intensely understanding customers’ needs and fulfilling them better than anyone else.
We need data to accomplish this. And, we have plenty of data – big data, small data and
everything in-between. But data on its own is of little value. What separates the leaders
from the laggards is the ability to transform data into insights and strategies efficiently
that impact profitability.
This alchemy requires an evolution in our mindset, structures, and capabilities.

mindset
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What we see today.
Today, along with an abundance of data, we often see:
•	Data in disparate parts of the business
•	Lots of data but little growth insights
•	Insight teams responding to data requests
• Research not linked to business results
But, we also see:
•	An appetite for world class standards in business practice
•	A customer-centric strategic direction
•	An Insight team leaders with a vision to transform
•	A desire to elevate the customer
Often, the insight department’s function and value is limited by
not being connected to the broader business. Primary research
is conducted, summarised to a select set of stakeholders,
and then put on the shelf. Many companies fall into a common
trap: mistaking an insights department for a ‘customer
intelligence structure’.

Future

Over time, leading organisations have shifted from a traditional
market research department (merely supplying data), to an
insights department (using data for insights development), to
a customer intelligence structure (focusing on imagining the
future and driving growth) [See Fig 1].

The customer intelligence
unit leads the business by
unlocking the full human story
of customers and employees,
and uses this intelligence to
carve out the future.

The future - unlock insights,
challenge thinking and create
competitive advantage.
In this new paradigm, the customer intelligence unit plays
a high-level advisory role, with strategic involvement. A
decade ago, this sort of involvement was unheard of. The
market research department was typically a reactive service
unit; reporting to the marketing function, fielding marketing
requests, and producing performance management reports.
Today, the mindset has changed. Customer intelligence
capabilities bring discipline and execution to the gathering
and dissemination of insights, and a focus on using these
insights for business impact. This unit leads the business by
unlocking the full human story of customers and employees,
and uses this intelligence to carve out the future. It operates
independently of other business functions, using new tools
including Artificial Intelligence (AI), Behavioral Economics
(BE), Neuroscience and Design Thinking to optimise the
current inflows of data and to move quickly onto new
experimentation. Although independent, their work becomes
the fuel for the rest of the business.
The teams are creative and analytical; sometimes consultants
and sometimes data synthesisers. They craft stories and
challenge business thinking, putting the human at the
heart of the conversation. They are also great collaborators,
communicators, and mavens of strategy. They understand
human beings – not just from a logical perspective, but
what motivates them and why they behave as they do.
They focus on human stories, potent stories of life, emotions
and feelings, and identify ways that organizations can add
to their lives.
A leading customer intelligence approach is also technologically
and strategically intensive. The team’s approach is actionbased and provoking, with focus on business impact and
customer profitability.
Importantly, these forerunners in adopting a customer
intelligence approach have a mindset not bound by
functional areas or business units. It is not project-based,
nor a one-way flow of information. Insights are not left at
the customer level; they sit at the business level.
sproutresearch.com.au

2

White paper : Insights beyond 2020 - A Vision
intelligence and dashboards. It is real-time, easy to access and
arranged to facilitate easy analysis. It reveals the truth of the
business for today, and is a portal to the future. It is designed
to enable stakeholders to self-serve, AND allows the insights
team to hypothesise, identify market gaps, challenge the
current way we do things, and imagine the future.

How - the insights engine
A prerequisite to operationalising the customer intelligence
vision is a disciplined structure and set of capabilities –
a well-tuned engine – allowing insights to run faster and
smarter than before. This is often referred to as the insights
engine. It is central to bringing the full human truth to business
decision-making, and delivering the goal of customer
centricity.

The insights engine is a hub
for all consumer intelligence,
including stated and observed
behaviour, brand health,
complaints, customer feedback,
customer experience, social
feedback, and customer data.
The insights engine is a hub for all consumer intelligence,
including stated and observed behaviour, brand health,
complaints, customer feedback, customer experience, social
feedback, and customer data. The data is arranged and
interrogated using technology solutions, such as artificial

We imagine a future where:
•	Recommendations are based on a customer-led narrative,
synthesised across multiple sources, feeding all business
initiatives
•	Propositions deliver customer value they didn’t know they
wanted
•	We have forward looking and predictive cultural
conversations, weaving macro consumer trends into what
customers are saying and doing
•	We predict and make interventions based on probabilities
of customers responding in a certain way, using
behavioural economics
•	Our knowledge hub allows us to use natural language
to access everything we know about a customer topic
(e.g. millennials, digital wallets), and a machine-learning
algorithm serves up a one-page summary synthesised from
over thousands of documents
Research has proven a robust and thriving insights engine
leads to business growth [See the HBR excerpt below].
Today, readiness for transformation is essential. Being
able to translate capability and vision into customer-centric
growth is not optional, it is a business imperative. The insights
engine is critical to this process. However, by itself, even
the most advanced insights engine can’t create customercentricity. This requires leadership and a commitment from
the very top.
This is not about being ready for the future. The future is now!
Insights departments need to systematically re-design in
terms of mindset, capabilities and structures to serve today’s
internal stakeholder and customer needs.

LINKING INSIGHTS ENGINE AND REVENUE GROWTH INSIGHTS 2020 STUDY HBR SEPT 2016.
A recent study, involving interviews and surveys with more than 10,000 business practitioners worldwide, found of
the factors found to drive customer-centric growth, none mattered more than a firm’s insights engine. Respondents
were divided into two groups—over performers and underperformers—on the basis of their companies’ three-year
revenue growth relative to their competitors’. The firms were then compared across an array of marketing and I&A
(insights and analytics) dimensions. The results confirmed a strong correlation between customer centricity and
revenue growth and identified the essential features of high-performing, customer-centric organisations. These fell
into three broad categories: a superior ability to provide a consistent, personalised, meaningful experience across
all touch points; a singular commitment from every department to meeting customer needs; and the presence
of an insights engine—typically an independent I&A function that participates fully in business planning and
organisational strategy. Of these three categories, the insights engine had the largest impact on revenue growth.
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Elisa Adams is the CEO and Founder of Sprout Research - a
human insights firm based in Brisbane, Australia. Elisa can
be reached at elisa@sproutresearch.com.au
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