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INTRODUCTION
Your company needs to be ready for Joe.
Joe wants to buy a hypoallergenic mattress made
from sustainably-sourced materials that is also
firm enough for his bad back. He has done a lot of
research reading the consumer reviews on various
products, and narrowed it down to three different
brands, including yours. Is your company in a position
to answer Joe’s questions about if your mattresses’
fabric covering is made from organic cotton, and if
the wood frame is made from sustainably harvested
pine? Does your sales team, phone support team,
and website customer care staff know whether he
could order a bamboo fabric cover instead?
Thanks to social media and open access digital
archives, without any input from your company Joe
can quickly research all of the specs of your product,
ask his peers if they think your mattress is firmer
than your competitor, and hear stories about how
your product fairs over time.
Over a few millennia of commerce divisions

between consumers and sellers have slowly built
up, making the customer more and more detached
from the original craftsman and his product. In the
past two decades these silos between customers
and companies, and an organization’s own silos
between departments, have been torn down
to expose business behaviors, decisions, and
interactions in a globally transparent way.
This dramatic shift to clear exposure to business
and customer practices is due in large part to the
influence of digital and social media on commerce
and consumer behaviors. Digital technologies
enable customers to conduct exponential amounts
of research with surprising ease. They are readily
able to reach out to companies with questions
in a simple email. They can ask peers for advice,
and compare you to your competitors with a few
clicks of a button, and cutting the brand out of the
communication loop entirely. Social media has put
recommendations, complaints, and information
– accurate or not – out into the open for mass
consumption, leaving brands with very few options
except to engage in the dialogue in a transparent,
customer-centric way.
Companies must be prepared to provide answers
and solve problems out in the digital open
ecosystem, as consumers expand their adoption
of digital technologies and incorporate digital
more and more into their shopping, buying, and
reviewing process.
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THE ORIGINS OF COMMERCE
CRAFTSMAN > CUSTOMER

People have been looking for a good deal since they
learned how to trade hides for spearheads out on
the open steppe.
The earliest marketplaces served as community hubs
where traders and tribes gathered to trade their
wares. These were very democratic spaces, where
they could trade and compare products.1 Certain
tribes became known for their craft specialties, and
would exchange items like woven tapestries for
especially well-crafted baskets.
Communities would ask their neighbors for opinions,
advice, and support during the trading and bartering
process. Everybody knew the local craft specialists
in the markets and who to go to for the best-made
baskets, spearheads, or other crafts.
These neutral crossroads and meeting grounds
– which evolved into formalized marketplaces –
became very important “third places”2 for both
vendors and buyers. Relationships built up between
sellers and buyers. The origins of “brand loyalty”
could be seen in these relationships. This kind of
brand loyalty is still common today; people prefer to
buy fruit or vegetables at their local farmer’s market
from the same vendor they see every week and have
familiarity.

In this open-air market context traders and barterers
risked losing customer trust and sales if they were
not viewed as fair and offering quality goods. If a
customer felt someone had given them an unfair
trade, that individual had the power to go directly
to that trader and ask for compensation, with the
threat to publically shame them in front of their tribe
and others trading in the market space. Conversely,
an accused trader could defend their work, and this
back and forth would be seen by all. In fact both
parties had to tread carefully since both individuals
and their tribes could validly take offense to the
others’ accusations and potentially start a tribal war.
This would typically lead to negotiations on a better
barter, trading for a different item, or sometimes
being refused and being left with a seemingly bad
basket.

3

SPECIALTIES & GLOBAL MARKETS
CRAFTSMAN > TRADER > CUSTOMER

As human communities and tribes grew into larger
chiefdoms and nation-states, communal trade sites
flourished. Groups banded together to protect
resources from invading hordes, creating permanent
settlements near important resources, primarily for
their survival, but also for their ability to continue
trade and commerce, starting around 2100 to 1800
BC.3 Thanks to the adoption of horticulture and
agriculture, these tribes and chiefdoms were able to
remain in one place to support individuals who could
specialize in their crafts4, and thereby ignite global
trade. Entire towns and villages became known for
their specialists and specific resources.
Vast networks of trusted specialists and traders
developed, across land and sea, to support
resource trade between these permanent

establishments. Commercial tradesmen began
representing the towns as they moved across seas,
becoming the first “middle men” separating trader
and specialist.
As these trade routes became more developed,
global trade and commerce became more insular
and isolated, with customers separated from the
tradespeople and the craft being created and sold.
Even as humans shifted from straight bartering
to currency 5, they retained the important value of
being able to choose which vendor they used 6, as
well as provide feedback to them on the kinds of
service and product they were providing.

GUILDS, CORPORATIONS, AND THE
LOSS OF COSTUMER INPUT
CRAFTSMAN > GUILDS/CORPORATIONS > TRADING COMPANIES > TRADER > CUSTOMER

As specialties became more solidified, craftsmen
began to create guilds to support fellow specialists
and their wares, train new apprentices, and make
sure they were being treated fairly by middlemen
and customers. Guilds helped support the chain
of craftsman to tradesman to customer, adding
another layer of separation between the craftsman
and the consumer. These guilds helped support
Guild seal from 1700s
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individuals create private shops outside of the central marketplace, and out of sight of the general
public. Guilds were also a shift away from gaining
support from one’s community and instead gaining
support from other peer specialists. Guild members
worked together to keep their craft secret, teaching
only a select few to control quality and reputation to
keep a high quality product for consumers.7
Guilds continued to separate the manufacturer
from the customer. An individual had less power to
shift the perception of a town or village. The third
place open-air markets began to lose importance as
people relied more on word of mouth or reputation
to find and request services for wares. They became
devalued as a place of power for consumers, and
instead became more of a conduit for communication
coming from companies, letting companies drive the

conversation rather than a two-way conversation.8
Corporations also played a similar role of protection
to craftsmen. The earliest form of corporation-like
entities were found as far back as ancient Rome and
the Maurya Empire in ancient India.9 As guilds fell
out of popularity in Europe10, the power that guilds
possessed over a product shifted instead to the
corporate structure, often in the form of a trading
company. The earliest tea, tobacco, and sugar trading
companies were able to dominate the price, choices,
and sales of products across the globe, with little
say from the consumer, and leaving little choice or
power to consumers on where or how the product
was sourced, manufactured, and sold.11

INDUSTRIAL AGE
MACHINATION OF PRODUCTION
ISOLATES CUSTOMERS
CRAFTSMAN > CORPORATE PURCHASING > CORPORATE SALES & MARKETING > TRADING/DISTRIBUTING COMPANIES > RETAIL STORE/TRADER > CUSTOMER

This control of knowledge by a certain group of
specialists and companies was accelerated during
the Industrial Revolution. Thanks to the machination
of production, companies could produce materials
faster and cheaper, which meant more people could
afford previously unattainable luxury products. The
downside, however, was that customers had less
choice in a product’s details. One example from this
time period is Henry Ford’s introduction of the Model
T car: “Any customer can have a car painted any colour
that he wants, so long as it is black."12

Model T Ford
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This
systematic,
process-focused
approach
promoted during the Industrial Age also led to the
continued specialization of work within companies
themselves; operations, research and development,
sales, and accounting all became separate
processes and silos within a larger system, often
not communicating with one another and inevitably
creating more frustration for customers seeking
answers. In that chain of processes, customers were
often dropped or left behind in the shuffle between
different silos. Customers often had no place to go to
log a complaint or be heard. Companies built entire
departments dedicated to spreading the word about
their wares and marketing the product, with often
very little input from the customer.

By the 1980’s and 90’s, it took a lot of organizing
and rallying by customers to create enough energy
and momentum to get a company to respond to
customer feedback or to change a product, and
often the movement had to have a global appeal
or impact. The Animal Rights movement during this
time is one example; activists were able to pressure
large companies to stop testing on animals through
boycotts and active lobbying.13 However this was
a rare exception; there was very little a single
consumer could do in order to lodge a claim and get
a refund on a bad product.
This was the ultimate dilution of customer voice, and
concentration of company voice.

TECHNOLOGICAL REVOLUTION
MEANS A NEW "BACK TO BASICS"
CRAFTSMAN > WEBSITE > CUSTOMER

The Information Age and digital revolution completely
reversed siloed corporate behavior. The computing
power of machines and global Internet access
democratized information access and sharing. It
also allowed the creation and widespread adoption
of online social groups and social media channels,
with people from all over the globe connecting
and sharing stories. These online communities recreated the open fields of communication found in
early market systems, for consumers to compare
experiences and complaints with products and
companies. This digital transformation has returned
businesses to the original roots of trading wares out
in open market places.
Consumers

are

once

again

interconnected,

albeit now on a much larger scale. There is now
a movement towards mass personalization, with
consumers being able to pick and choose exactly
what they want. If consumers have a bad experience,
they have the ability to publically shame brands and
companies and create a groundswell, using their
virtual tribes, to go after an offending party. They
can also compare stories with other consumers to
determine whether they were the only one who
experienced an issue with the brand, or if this really
is part a larger systemic problem of the corporation
that, in the customers’ minds at least, needs to be
addressed.
This trend of virtual community and third place has
completely turned the tables of power, to the point
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that large organizations now have to engage with
their customers online as well as in a store, on the
phone, or other channels of the customer’s choosing.
They must respond, or even better, be proactive in
anticipating and addressing customers’ complaints.

Otherwise they are seen as uncaring, unresponsive,
rude behemoths that are out of touch with their
customers, and people may stop using their brand.

THE DIGITAL AGE: CASE STUDIES
This sounds like hyperbole, but there are many
real-life examples where customers did get the
attention of a brand and made a difference in how
the company did their business.

One of the best examples of this potential impact
was seen in 2005.14 Computer company Dell
had originally been known for its overall positive
customer experiences. However by the mid-2000s
they were struggling with their public perception.
Jeff Jarvis, a CUNY journalism professor and tech
blogger with a small but influential following in
the technology space, experienced a very poor
customer experience, and decided to share his
experience with others. He posted a rant on his blog
Buzz Machine titled “Dell lies. Dell sucks.” Jarvis’s
post apparently hit a nerve, and ignited a frenzy of
people commenting on his post with very similar
stories about their experience with Dell’s customer
service. The blog post gained momentum and was
quickly shared across the still nascent Internet.

Within a few weeks of it being published, Michael
Dell, the founder and at the time former CEO of
Dell, read the blog post. He was floored. He had
no idea this was going on in his organization. He
also realized the impact of this blog post and that
this was more than just one angry customer, it was
indicative of a systemic problem in his company and
the power of social media. Based on this blog post
and the reaction on social media, he decided change
needed to happen. He returned to the role of CEO,
and revamped his entire customer service program
within his company, getting customer service
working across numerous channels – social, phone,
in-store – with fast response times and eagerness
to replace or repair faulty hardware. He created an
official Dell company blog and a new position called a
“Listening Czar” to act as chief customer engagement
officer across all social channels. By 2008 their
reputation for a positive customer experience had
been restored. By being proactive and engaging
with customers to make sure they have a positive
customer experience, they significantly turned around
their brand perception and market share, and became
a leader in omni-channel customer care.
Other companies have also weathered poor
customer care, and turned to digital to engage with
customers and create a more positive customer
experience.15 One large beauty company launched
a new skin care product, and used social media to
promote it. However, they weren’t prepared for the
onslaught of questions, confusion, and complaints
about the product. Consumers couldn’t try the
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product before they bought it, so the company had
to convince consumers it worked before purchasing
it. The company’s brand representatives began
actively engaging on social with customers to address
customer complaints, and sought out positive case
use studies shared by individuals via YouTube
or blogs and used their positive experiences as
testimonials. Marketers hosted a hash-tagged
tweetchat on Twitter to answer customer questions
and offer more details about the product to key
audiences. They reached more than 1.4 million users
with their first tweetchat. The most popular session
reached more than 5 million users and trended on
Twitter. Being open and available to their audience
created interest in the product, built trust that the
product would work for them, and changed negative
perception to a cult following around their
sonic-powered skin brush.

A VMware company also suffered from poor
brand perception, due to a lack of user training
documentation and poor customer service. Using
social media they produced informational and
testimonial videos, informative ads, and offered
customer service across numerous channels.16 The
company was able to dramatically increase brand
awareness, adoption, and positive perception of the
brand relatively quickly. The marketing team used
social marketing campaigns that got the company
in the hands of multiple people that helped raise
awareness and adoption of the product leading to
positive word-of-mouth, grassroots momentum for
the brand.

CONCLUSION
A few millennia ago people traded usable wares out
in the open plains, before moving to established
marketplaces then to guilds of specialists on to
industrial manufacturing and finally to corporate
commerce. The chain of people making, transporting
to market, and selling the product grew, creating a
greater and greater divide between the customer
and the producer.
Over time customers began to have less and less
ability to negotiate or haggle with a craftsman or
company, and instead saw more and more power
shift to companies. Companies and the consumerselling chain also began to become more and
more segmented, creating silos both within and
outside companies with very little collaboration or
conversation between them.

The public knowledge and sharing of the traditional
open-air marketplace slowly disappeared over
the years due to changing business practices and
separation of information and customer service
management.
The global marketplace has come full circle. The past
two decades have seen a dramatic change in how
customers shop from and engage with brands.
The mass adoption of social media and digital means
that customer service and business practices are now
gaining not just public but global exposure. People
now engage in very open, exposed communities, and
once again customers have a strong voice and power
over the products they purchase. There is a move
towards mass personalization, making customer
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knowledge and experience all the more important
to a company’s business model. Customers are
using the global interconnectedness as a positive
to communicate with their peers and their favorite
brands in the same way, and expect the same
reciprocation of openness and communication from
these brands.

care staff must be in sync and ready to work together,
and with Joe, to make sure he is getting the product
he wants and expects. Successful companies will
be prepared to respond and engage with their
customers on all channels, both online and off. Your
company not only needs to be ready for Joe, but also
for Joe’s digital tribe.

Your company must be prepared to answer
questions to customers in real time about how your
product is sourced, manufactured, warranted, and
delivered. In the scenario of Joe and his organic
cotton, sustainably-source pine, and bamboo-fabric
covered mattress, your company must be prepared
to proactively share this kind of information and
detail to the modern, savvy consumer. Your sales
team, phone support team, and website customer

Organizations that survive in the new Digital Age
will adjust their management of customers and the
way they do business. These companies recognize
and embrace this power shift in the last decade,
adapting an approach and response to customer
engagement that is more of a conversation and
includes the customer in the dialogue. It is no
longer a siloed experience for the consumers, and
the response from brands should not be siloed or
separated either.
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