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Praise for THE Myth OF Excellence
“A startlingly sensible analysis.” 
—Miami  Herald
“This crisply written book provides an insight into consumer behavior that will prove of great use to business leaders.” 
—Pittsburgh Gazette
“Tired of business drivel? If you are ready to step beyond platitudinous mission statements and strategies cooked up in distant boardrooms that have no connection to the trenches where business battles are actually being fought, this is the book for you. It is grounded, readable, and honest—just like your business should be.” 
—PACO UNDERHILL, Why We Buy: The Science of Shopping
“The Myth of Excellence stands apart from the deluge of business books on the market with its candor and readability. For the brand-marketing executive, the book provides some especially revealing insights into underlying consumer values. Even more refreshing is the authors’ approach to imparting business lessons through real research and first-hand case studies.”
—C. MANLY MOLPUS, Chairman and CEO, The Grocery Manufacturers of America
“Everyone in business thinks they really know their customers and what they want. But, in The Myth of Excellence, Fred Crawford and Ryan Mathews have given me new and useful insights into the startling changes taking place before our very eyes. When they tell us, for example, that ‘human values are the contemporary currency of commerce,’ they are not just offering another new business platitude but rather a new lens through which to view the consumer—a lens very few people understand. The Myth of Excellence is both a big idea and a blueprint for action. A true must-read.”
—MICHAEL BURANDT, President, North American Consumer Products, Georgia-Pacific Corporation
“Today’s customers are leading a revolution against business as usual: They are demanding that companies recognize them as individuals and conduct business on their terms. In The Myth of Excellence, Crawford and Mathews provide proven strategies for meeting the demands of today’s empowered customers, who are crying out to be treated with respect, dignity, and courtesy.”
—THOMAS M. SIEBEL, Chairman and CEO, Siebel Systems, Inc.
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Preface
“It’s not what you don’t know that hurts you, it’s what you know that ain’t so.”
—MARK TWAIN
MARK TWAIN COULDN’T HAVE been more right, especially when it comes to modern business strategy and execution. Over the past three years, we’ve conducted research that jolted us out of our personal smug assumptions about the nature of business. What we “knew” about business was keeping us from seeing the changing realities of commerce. Perhaps like you, we had ample reason to believe that we had a handle on the nature of business, a deep understanding of what customers wanted from the companies that served them, and a better than average insight into what makes commerce tick. We believed that when customers talked about price, they naturally meant they wanted the lowest price available. We were wrong. We also believed that—given a choice—customers would naturally always prefer the highest product quality. Again, we were wrong. And, perhaps most significant of all, we believed that all businesses should strive to be the best they can be at everything they do. Frankly, we discovered we couldn’t have been more wrong about this, and we hope our experience sets off some alarm bells in your head.
What we discovered was that, across the globe and across all industries, businesses are spending billions of dollars sending poorly aimed—and in some cases offensive—messages to their customers and leaving literally billions more on the table each day. Instead of talking to customers in a language they can understand and find meaningful, most businesses are actually demonstrating—through advertising, marketing, merchandising, product assortment and selection, transactional terms, and service levels—that they don’t respect or even know whom they are doing business with. To paraphrase the G. B. Shaw aphorism about the British and the Americans, businesses and customers are increasingly separated by a common language. The words used by both are the same, but the meanings are entirely different.
Companies large and small are offering customers everything except what those customers really want. Every business day, thousands of businesses spend millions of dollars on focus groups, surveys, and processing call-center reports, all to limited avail. In almost every trade sector, all businesses— including market leaders—live in the shadow of unforeseen competitive threats. Just consider how many local businesses, from supermarkets and sporting-goods stores to jewelry and hardware stores, spent years confident that they knew their customers and what those customers valued. Imagine how comfortable they felt and how secure they thought their businesses were, until Wal-Mart opened up in their towns and—armed with a superior understanding of customers and what they wanted—summarily put them out of business. Or imagine how confident IBM and, yes, even Xerox were that they understood the needs of the computer user, until their market dominance was usurped by “upstarts” such as Microsoft, Dell, Gateway, and Apple. Think about how Apple itself fell prey to the same trap. The bottom line: Global business—and perhaps more important to you, your business—is inexorably, and unknowingly, marching toward a crisis point.
The bad news: Today’s market leaders across all commercial sectors are in jeopardy. We are poised on the brink of a customer revolution, a revolution whose demands could not be more clearly articulated: Recognize and respect me as an individual and start doing business my way. The good news: Not only can the worst-case scenario be prevented, but also companies that pay attention to the lessons we’ve learned can avoid disaster and take advantage of an unprecedented growth opportunity.
It’s true that the demand for new business practices is edging many businesses close to crisis, but it’s also true that in a world of increasingly ubiquitous product quality, increasingly similar market offerings, standardized service levels, and relatively normalized if not standardized pricing, companies that crack the customer code and break from traditional business practices stand to gain disproportionate advantage over their competition. Our mission in The Myth of Excellence is both to describe the parameters of the threat to your business as well as map out a plan for your future success.
No matter how robust or poor the economy appears, and no matter how much sales and profits increase or decrease, commercial prosperity bears a frightening resemblance to a house of cards, because customers are deeply resentful and personally dissatisfied with their commercial experiences. For the first time in history, businesses are being asked to do something other than engage in commerce. Customers increasingly frustrated with the experience of their lives want reinforcement of personal—not just commercial— values. The terms of commercial engagement have changed, and changed forever; businesses that don’t find ways to engage on the new terms will fail.
As a result of misunderstanding what customers really want and how best to serve those wants, even the world’s most successful businesses have bought into what we have termed the myth of excellence—the false belief that a company ought to try to be good at everything it does. Misdiagnose the problem and you almost inevitably misdiagnose the solution. Because businesses focus on increasing transactional value rather than nurturing sustaining relationships, and increasing the value of a transaction rather than worrying about the values surrounding the transaction, they almost intuitively adopt strategies aimed at becoming the best at every aspect of a transaction, an approach that leads to a lack of enterprise focus, which in turns confuses and alienates customers.
We interviewed dozens of world-class business leaders, and time after time we heard how their companies offered customers the highest-quality products at the lowest prices, providing the easiest access to sales environments that were fun and characterized by the best service available. They had spent literal fortunes customizing their products and services based on what they “heard” their customers saying, but they consistently failed to “listen” to what those same customers were really saying. When we talked to their customers, we were told a much different story.
We heard CEOs boast of how well they customized their products and services against target markets only to watch their sales slide over the next few months. We interviewed companies in the course of researching this book that went bankrupt before the final draft was completed. And over and over again, we found companies overspending against any plausible hope of a return. Their experiences form the foundation of this book. Business isn’t a Greek tragedy: Learning from the mistakes of others can help you change your fate.
For the purposes of our analysis, we have divided all commercial transactions into five elements or attributes: price, product, access, service, and experience. We identified these five attributes because they are present in every commercial transaction—business-to-consumer or business-to-business. We assigned a numerical value to each of these attributes, with 5 indicating market domination on an attribute, 4 indicating differentiation around an attribute, and 3 indicating that you’ve effectively met—but not exceeded—market competition on an attribute. We’ve termed the ability to see business through the customer’s eyes and conduct business on terms that customers find meaningful on a personal level Consumer Relevancy. And we’ve found that you can profitably conduct business on these terms. Looking at the world through the lens of Consumer Relevancy, we found that the best companies have a strategy for  dominating (i.e., being world-class) on one of the five attributes of product, price, access, experience, and service, differentiating on a second, and being at industry par (i.e., average) on the remaining three. On a 1-to-5 scale, where 5 is world-class, 3 is industry par, and 1 is unacceptable, a perfect score is 5, 4, 3, 3, 3. Two additional “rules” apply: There is a “no-man’s-land” or “consumer underworld” into which no company should travel. As a result, you can’t be below industry par on any one attribute. At the same time, you shouldn’t attempt to be a 5 on more than one attribute and a 4 on more than one. If a business is below par on any attribute, it cannot be viable for very long, as consumers will reject its value proposition over time. If a business is a 5 on more than one attribute and a 4 on more than one, it has created needless differentiation and is leaving money on the table.
There is a growing gap between the content of a business transaction (the value of a product or service) and the context (the values surrounding doing business). We found business after business simply missing the point and believing that value was an effective commercial substitute for values and that transactions were an acceptable alternative to the relationships customers want. In companies trying to be great at everything, this misunderstanding created substantial value leakage. In companies that weren’t so great, it was the first step toward disaster. Customers are looking for deeper levels of personal recognition and a clear statement of values, but their pleas are going largely unheeded by the businesses that serve them. The context in which your business engages consumers (in Wal-Mart’s case, the absolute trust of an honest low price) has grown in importance, eclipsing the content of your product or service. Most businesses have been improving their product offering since opening their doors, yet the context surrounding the transaction has been an afterthought, a necessary evil in the mindless dash for differentiation. Human values, not commercial value, have become the contemporary currency of commerce.
Let’s briefly go back to Wal-Mart and try and put some flesh on the bones. Wal-Mart is known as the price leader, but its prices are not always lowest. It dominates (earns a 5 rating) on price because consumers trust that its “everyday low prices” philosophy will provide them with an honest price in the low-price range, a price with no hidden gimmicks, and in all product categories. Wal-Mart’s honesty and true understanding of what consumers value is reflected in Wal-Mart’s values and how the company treats customers. Wal-Mart differentiates itself on product (earns a 4 rating). Product quality is high but not as high as key competitor Target. And on service, access, and experience, Wal-Mart is industry par, i.e., average (earns a 3 rating) in each of these attributes.
We don’t believe all businesses are the same; in fact, we don’t really believe any two businesses are identical. But we do believe we’ve found a process and methodology that can be customized and applied to any business from the corner barbershop to Microsoft with proportionately equal benefit. It begins by mapping out how all the stakeholders of a business really see that business; moves to an analysis of competitive factors; and, finally, allows you to create a future blueprint for your business. We’ll also describe the great “white space” opportunity that lies just beyond your current grasp—the opportunity to both reduce operating costs and, more important, increase top-line sales and profits.
And, of course, there’s another reason to read. Business is a two-way street, and everyone from Bill Gates to the Queen of England is somebody’s customer. The Myth of Excellence helps bring understanding to both sides of the transaction, allowing businesses to see through the eyes of their customers—and vice versa.

Introduction to the Paperback Edition
IN JUNE 2001, WHEN CROWN BUSINESS released The Myth of Excellence, we thought we had come to the end of a long, sometimes frustrating, and often rewarding journey. Myth was the product of almost three years of writing, research, and field experience, and we assumed it would have its moment in the sun and move on. Happily, we were wrong. Its essential message—that human values have superceded commercial value as the primary currency of contemporary commerce—has been reinforced significantly. The tragic events of September 11th have caused the nation, and the world, to rethink what life is about and how perishable all institutions can be. The scandals that rocked former pillars of corporate respectability such as Global Crossing, Enron, WorldCom, and Arthur Andersen have underscored and deepened what we first diagnosed as a growing crisis of consumer confidence. The gulf separating the consumer from the enterprises that serve him has widened, not closed.
Some have argued that nothing is the same since September 11th. The actions of terrorists have stripped away our ability to even feign naivety. We have tested that hypothesis in the only way we know, by rerunning our original research in the wake of the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. We found that our conclusions were still valid. In fact, the emphasis on human values was somewhat more marked in our post– September 11th research.
A general decline in the economy during the first years of the Bush Administration also seemed to strengthen our initial findings. Consumer confidence has consistently been down; stock prices have declined; layoffs are now far more commonplace; and, as we write this on the advent of the 2002 holiday season, most businesses are more bearish than bullish about the prospects of a near-term recovery, despite the kinds of discounting we generally associate with the post-, rather than the pre-, holiday period. This overall sense of economic insecurity is mirrored by the general population, many of whom have seen stock portfolios devalued and their 401(k) plans evaporate. If we had been desperate for security, connection, honesty, and values in a universe where we tried to buffer our needs with things, how much greater does our need become in a world where things are increasingly out of reach?
Since the initial publication of Myth, we have expanded our research globally. Research conducted with 6,000 consumers in nine European nations found no significant difference between the attitude of European shoppers and the values orientation we discovered among their U.S. peers. This came as a bit of a surprise. We had anticipated a significant difference between, say, the French and the Germans or, at the very least, a significant difference between European and American shopping attitudes. Yet, the number one responses in all five commercial attribute categories (access, experience, price, product, and service) were identical in Europe and America. Interestingly, in contrast to the conventional wisdom that European businesses generally command more consumer loyalty than their American peers, the majority of European consumers were hard-pressed to identify favorite stores in many retail channels. In fact, retailers in general proved fairly undifferentiated in the minds of their customers in terms of their value propositions.
Unlike the United States, however, demography seemed a bit more important in Europe. Throughout most of the nine countries, women were much more likely than men to rate the factors related to shopping satisfaction as extremely important, while younger consumers (15–34) were less apt to do so than older shoppers. This demographic variation hasn’t been seen in the United States.
We also wanted to see if our theories could be extended to the realm of consumer goods and branding. Additional research, conducted in association with Chain Store Age magazine, identified an enormous gap between what consumers are looking for and what they believe branded manufacturers are delivering. For example, 83 percent of shoppers surveyed said they strongly agreed that it was important that the products they purchase perform according to advertised claims, and 75 percent said it was important that the advertised claims they see are true. Yet a mere 16 percent said they “believe that manufacturers’ claims and communications about their products are generally true.” These findings point to a gap in fundamental credibility and trust. This suggests that advertising, marketing, and merchandising strategies need to be immediately rethought. We may have simply oversaturated the market. The American Academy of Pediatrics has estimated that the average American child is exposed to more than 20,000 advertising messages a year, which may help explain why some people see technology such as TiVo and Replay TV as the tip of an ad-free future.
The study, which polled 7,000 consumers, discovered that when it comes to the basic attributes of a commercial transaction the communication gap we had previously uncovered between consumers and those selling them goods and services also separated consumers and manufacturers. Our research found that a product’s features and functions are no longer enough to capture the imagination—not to mention the wallet and loyalty—of today’s demanding consumer and that consumers respond best to makers of consumer products that incorporate basic human values into their offerings. In addition, we found hard evidence that consumer-product companies that understand what consumers really want from brands have an opportunity to strengthen thier competitive position, drive top-line and bottom-line growth, and build brand loyalty.
For years, most consumer-products manufacturers have relied almost entirely on the content of their products—that is, functionality, quality, usage information, lowest price—to build their brands. But this approach is no longer sufficient. As manufacturers look to differentiate their brands in a crowded marketplace with increasingly demanding consumers, they must move into territory foreign to many of them—the world of context, or the way in which they deliver their products. Context, which lies at the heart of what we call the Consumer Relevancy methodology, offers an entirely new approach for a consumer-products manufacturer to build and strengthen the relationship of its brands with consumers, drive growth and new product development, and improve its competitive position. It also provides manufacturers with an opportunity to equalize the balance of power between themselves and their retail partners.
This is especially important in light of today’s channel-blurring phenomenon. Our research found clear evidence of consumers’ indifference to the notion of “channels” as traditionally defined by the retail trade, a finding with significant ramifications for consumer-products companies. When consumers were asked, for instance, to name the department store in which they shopped most often, they were more likely to cite discounters such as Wal-Mart and Target than they were to point to traditional operators like Nordstrom, Filene’s, Kaufmann’s, Sears, or J.C. Penney. And in the case of drugstores, consumers rated Wal-Mart more highly than traditional channel players such as Walgreens, CVS, Rite Aid, and Eckerd. Once manufacturers understand that consumers don’t care where they buy a product they can begin to adopt new approaches that don’t discriminate by channel, but rather by the type of consumer served and by the fit of the retailer’s value proposition with that of their own brand. This might signal a move away from the notion that ubiquitous distribution is the best distribution and open the door to creating value through limiting distribution.
What is the functional difference between content and context in the consumer-products business? Here’s how each applies to the five key attributes we describe in Myth. In the case of access, content focuses on retail distribution points, while context emphasizes consumer needs’ satisfaction. The issue is not how easy it is to locate a place offering a good or service, but rather whether that location presents the offering in a way that resonates with the customer. The ability to modify context acts as a differentiator in a world where so many commercial offerings tend to appear to be commodities. After all, anyone can offer a Sony Walkman for sale, presumably at the same price. But, despite the commodity-like nature of the personal electronics world, retailers still find ways to differentiate the shopping experience. When it comes to experience, content is about consumer use of a brand; context is about consumer identity with that brand. For price, content comes down to low list, while context is about consistent value. In the case of product, content focuses on features and functions, while context puts the emphasis on inspiration. And for service, content is all about reacting and responding uniformly; context focuses on a proactive and customized approach. While content is the basis of all commerce, context gives manufacturers a competitive edge they can leverage to build their brands.
Since consumers rarely deal directly with manufacturers—except possibly to rectify a performance problem after purchase—their insights regarding brands, as we uncovered in our research are particularly instructive. The strength of their answers comes through in the consistently high scores for basic human values people expect from the makers of consumer products. The critical role played by values is among the key principles forming the foundation of Consumer Relevancy. Our research makes it clear that consumers will respond to and reward consumer-products companies that offer reinforcement of values such as trust, honesty, respect, dignity, and fairness.
Consumers are looking for products that are inspirational, empowering and that reinforce or improve their self-image. Manufacturers, on the other hand, are still by and large lost in the land of efficacy. Responding to a list of 44 statements about products, consumers rated matters of respect, trust, honest pricing, easy communications, performance-as-promised and responsive service at the head of the list. Following were the top responses to the consumer products survey: 
It’s important that a manufacturer’s service representative treats me with respect (84 percent said they “strongly agree”). 
It’s important that the products I purchase perform according to advertised claims (83 percent). 
It’s important to me that products are priced honestly, consistently, and are not artificially increased (80 percent). 
When I call a manufacturer, it’s important that I am quickly put in touch with a person (77 percent). 
It’s important to me that the ad claims I see are true (75 percent). 
It’s important to me that I can trust the manufacturers from whom I buy products (74 percent). 
In short, the case for human values we made when Myth was first released has never been stronger or more broadly applicable to all businesses. As Irish Senator Feargal Quinn, founder of the Superquinn grocery chain profiled in Chapter 4, told us this year when we asked him how his company was doing, “We are as committed as ever to the belief that in a competitive market, the customer becomes even more important. Customer service at Superquinn is the bedrock of our continued success and even more so when the economy faces the challenge of a possible downturn.” Feargal Quinn is not alone. In the months following the initial publication of  Myth, Record Time, the two-unit independent music retailer profiled in Chapter 6, has seen its largest regional-chain competitor close its doors while Record Time survives through rededication to keeping faith with the consumer. Since Myth first appeared in 2001, its principles have been adopted in full or in part by organizations as diverse as FedEx, Borders, Best Buy, and the Christian Booksellers Association.
As with any book, buyers have a right to know why they should read it. Our answer: In good economic times, the material these pages contain was helpful for businesses targeting growth; today, as companies battle daily for survival, it’s nothing short of imperative. If you are rereading  Myth, we urge you to do so with a new mindset. If you’ve picked it up for the first time, we suggest you read it with a sense of urgency. The need for businesses to address fundamental human values has never been more pronounced. 
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CHAPTER 1
Field Notes from the Commercial Wilderness
THIS BOOK IS REALLY the diary of a journey—field notes from an expedition into the commercial wilderness, if you will. Our trek began with a survey, fairly modest in conception although broad in scope. After all, we thought we knew how consumers felt. Understanding consumer dynamics, analyzing marketplaces and market spaces, anticipating the impact of technological change on businesses and consumers, and looking into the future are all significant elements of our day-to-day business and personal lives. In retrospect, it is incredible how naive we really were—naive, but not unlike a lot of other businesspeople. Since we knew what we were looking for, we wanted the data to provide verification of our brilliant insights. Like a company polling its customers and rationalizing any negative comments, we expected the survey results to support our entrenched assumptions.
We assumed, for example, that consumers wanted the absolute lowest prices, the very best products, and lots of value-added services. We also expected them to tell us that they wanted shopping to be fun and entertaining. We were in for a shock.
Our real journey started when the data came back. We were sitting in the conference room of a restored Victorian home in Westport, Connecticut, marveling at how it was possible for 5,000 Americans to be so wrong. Our initial research included more than 4,000 consumer telephone surveys and 1,000 additional Internet polls, covering a wide range of questions about various facets of the consumer/business relationship and the “average” shopping experience, followed up by hundreds of additional one-on-one conversations with consumers.
We had asked consumers some basic questions about relatively simple business transactions, or so we thought, and they’d blown it. They didn’t get it. What had gotten into them? Slowly, the grim truth began to dawn on us: They weren’t wrong. We were.
The survey results told us that consumers are looking for values, not just value. They wanted recognition as individual human beings, not just a 30 percent discount. While we had started asking questions about retail, we quickly began to see retail as a metaphor for something much broader. Life apparently wasn’t too satisfying, and our initial respondents expected somebody or something—apparently business—to set things right.
We began to totally reevaluate our work. The survey tool we had developed was an excellent diagnostic, applicable to any business. But what did the results mean? We had thought about the notion of business simply in terms of the successful transfer of goods and services—basic buying and selling. Yet suddenly we felt more like social workers, wrestling with intangible issues like respect and trust. Like teenagers out for a joyride in a Ferrari Testarossa, we found ourselves behind the wheel of a vehicle whose power was much greater than we had initially anticipated. So we eased the clutch down, gingerly downshifted, and gently applied the brakes. We concentrated on understanding the tool, fine-tuned it and ran limited tests in real companies until we were sure the new insights that kept pouring in were correct. Then we spent a year focusing on in-depth analysis, conferring with our colleagues, conducting thousands of one-on-one consumer interviews and dozens of interviews with business leaders.
Gradually things became clearer. Over and over again, the responses of our pilot 5,000 respondents kept echoing back to us. The critical elements of a transaction, business-to-consumer or business-to-business, weren’t capital, goods, and services—they were the human qualities of the people or companies exchanging those elements. It didn’t seem to matter what business we were talking about. The lessons we first learned in the retail sector applied to any and all of the businesses we looked at, whether it was airlines, banks, auto companies, high-tech, insurance, or entertainment. Consumers’ expectations had changed and changed radically. Unfortunately, not enough people in business had noticed. Some had, of course— the successful always do.
But even the most successful companies are often overspending and only partially achieving their aims. What led us to that conclusion? Our research caused us to see that every business transaction—from the simplest sale of goods to the most complex service offering—can be broken down to five attributes: price, service, access, experience, and product. We found that many companies tried to be “excellent” in all of these areas. This misguided strategy, which we’ve come to term the myth of excellence, had several failings: First, it’s impossible for one company to be great at everything. Even Wal-Mart, arguably the most successful retailer in history, doesn’t dominate its competitors on every attribute.
Second, even assuming a company could excel in all five areas, it would have difficulty communicating a clear value proposition to consumers. Imagine the confusion if Tiffany suddenly began advertising deep discount prices on emeralds, or McDonald’s began offering free-range chicken and tofu. In selecting the attribute that defines their primary field of competition (the one on which a company seeks to dominate), the most successful consumer businesses hone the one that their target consumers value the most.
This seems simple enough, but it’s surprising how often companies try to be the best at something their consumers don’t want. Several years ago, for example, Kmart embarked on a campaign to make its line of clothing more upscale. As part of that campaign, the retailer began offering higher-priced Gitano designer jeans. The move, not surprisingly, was a resounding flop—the retailer’s customers didn’t believe designer clothes could be sold at Kmart prices. At the same time, Gitano hurt itself on the other end of its business, because upscale shoppers didn’t believe that any brand sold by Kmart could still carry sufficient high-fashion cachet. On the other hand, the Martha Stewart line has been a great success, apparently because Kmart consumers believe that somebody who can make a candelabra out of wild gourds shares a sense of values with them. High fashion put the shoppers off. High craft seemed a bit more accessible. It wasn’t that the Gitano jeans weren’t a good value, it’s that Kmart shoppers said to themselves that low cost, high fashion must somehow also mean low quality.
Finally, we found that even the most successful companies tended to be right for the wrong reasons—they weren’t paying enough attention to what we came to recognize as a desperate cry for basic human values. It became increasingly clear to us that this was at the heart of the myth of excellence.
But if universal commercial excellence was a myth, what was the reality? We found the answer inside our original consumer data. There was, in fact, a way for businesses to answer consumers’ demand for values on terms that the consumers could recognize, a way of speaking to customers in their own language. We call this Consumer Relevancy, a way of appropriately framing an offering that enhances its value to a customer. Again, we stopped. If we were right, how could we explain the longest uninterrupted period of prosperity in human history? What could be wrong? The answer, we found, is, Plenty.
The Eye of the Storm: The Forces Driving Change in Consumer Values
Something is wrong in industrialized societies across the globe—really, really wrong. Measured in historical terms, these are truly still the best of times. Yet despite all the material prosperity that surrounds us, we are living in some of the worst of personal times. There is a huge difference between economic and psychic well-being, between being able to afford physical comforts and feeling whole, between living in affluent surroundings and having a sense of connectedness. We’re living our lives and running our businesses in the shadows of satisfaction. We look around at everything we have accomplished, everything we have built, and everything we own, but they somehow don’t mean exactly what we thought they would.
Self-styled culture jammer and “adbuster” Kalle Lasn looks at our problem this way: “Take stock of your life. Look around at what you drive, wear, eat, smoke, read. Are these things you? Would an anthropologist, given a pile of all your material possessions, be able to assemble an accurate portrait of your personality? Would that portrait reflect a true original or a ‘type’?”1 There’s something—some fundamental element—missing in our lives. We feel it every day, and so do you. Most of the time we blame the food, the schedule, or the stress, but intuitively we feel something is wrong that can’t be fixed by a better diet, a few days off, or some hours in the gym. The hows and whys of what we’re feeling take some explaining, but start by asking yourself a few simple questions: 
How frequently do you miss key life events (birthdays, anniversaries, even soccer games), and what toll is it taking on your family? 
How did it feel to watch the peace of the suburban American Dream shattered by the gunfire of Columbine, guns in the hands of affluent sixteen-year-olds from good homes? 
Do you ever wonder how we moved so quickly from a time when Gary Hart couldn’t run for office to a time when Bill Clinton couldn’t be removed? 
How often do you spend a day completely unplugged—no e-mail, voice mail, or pager? 
How do you verify that anything you read, see, or hear is true? Are margarine, red wine, aspirin, and eggs good or bad for you? 
It’s clear that on a macro level, things are changing, and not for the better. But what about on a micro level? What’s going on every day in your life? 
Do you look forward to flying on any commercial airplane, and when was the last time you really enjoyed a flight? 
Is holiday shopping fun or just another duty eating away at your free time? 
Are you tired of standing in line at the supermarket or bank only to deal with someone who can’t make eye contact or say hello? 
Do you fully understand how your health insurance works? 
So, you’re more affluent than your parents ever dreamed of being, but is your life really as good as theirs? The answer to this question is increasingly “no.” But why?
Historically, we have looked to our social institutions to reinforce our personal values. Yet, as we have already hinted at and will document more fully in a moment, these institutions are chronically and repeatedly failing us. The search for values, like nature, abhors a vacuum. The fact that our social institutions no longer can be counted on as consistent sources of personal value or fulfillment doesn’t mean our individual search for those qualities gets set aside. This creates a unique opportunity for businesses to fill this values gap, assuming they recognize it and move quickly. It’s an opportunity that we as consumers do not explicitly request but will both appreciate and pay a premium for. It’s an opportunity that provides businesses with a chance to simultaneously build their brand and increase market share and margin, a troika that does not present itself often.
Before we go any further, we’d like you to answer a few basic questions about your customers and your business: 
Do you really know why your customers behave as they do? What makes them buy from you, and what could you do that would lose their business? 
Do you know how a new—or existing—competitor could steal your business? 
What is the one thing you’re not providing your customers today that they are secretly begging for? 
What are two things about your business that you cannot—under any circumstances—afford to change? 
If you think you’ve got good answers to all these questions, we suggest you close this book, mix yourself a large martini, and enjoy the fruits of your labor. If, on the other hand, you have at least some niggling little doubts about your answers, we encourage you to keep reading. We suspect you’re an expert in your business, but that doesn’t offer much protection against becoming a victim of your own assumptions and past experience. In many respects, we are all experts on the nature and impact of commerce—not just as businesspeople, but because we all buy something every day. Things are changing, however, and if you’re honest with yourself, you have to admit it’s getting harder and harder just to stay even. We live in a world that is more stressful, less accommodating, moving faster, and, frankly speaking, tough to deal with. At the same time, much of the support infrastructure that has fortified and sustained us is breaking down. So what do we want?

The Perpetual Scavenger Hunt for Values 
Human values—trust, respect, honesty, dignity, courtesy, ease—are the building blocks of any free, advanced society. Yet those very things are gradually but systematically being stripped away from our daily lives. We cannot enjoy product or service provision in an environment devoid of human values—values that are harder and harder to find in society. To understand exactly how this values gap impacts us, we first need to analyze our personal and social circumstances: What is changing around us that gives rise to a shift in our desires as consumers? Three key changes—societal devolution, personal time compression, and the proliferation of information and communication technologies—all occurring at once, are driving us to
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