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The term customer experiences brings to mind interactions between an organization and its customers. 
Less recognized is the critical role of the middle and back office operations teams in enabling those 
experiences. While investments consistently flow toward the front office to try and exceed customer 
expectations, operations leaders are asked to do more with less, find new ways to cut costs, and meet 
constantly changing service expectations.

Many Fortune 1000 leaders are beginning to recognize the need to bring a customer-centric mindset into 
operations. It can be challenging to get started, however, as middle and back office teams typically have 
fewer opportunities for direct customer interaction.

Adopting a Service Design mindset
Leaders who successfully bring customer experience into operations are selective and focused. They don’t 
try and create wholesale change. They identify specific areas across the enterprise where they can break 
down silos to re-orient teams around customer-driven outcomes instead of solely around driving efficiencies.

These leaders know that using a customer journey to align teams and push through change is the most 
effective way to achieve this. Making the customer the focal point enables leaders to find a common 
denominator to assess how well their organizations deliver products and services – irrespective of team 
and function.

Adopting this Service Design mindset is a highly effective way for leaders to see their end-to-end operations 
from a fresh new perspective. Here, we’ll outline three critical areas that leaders should keep in mind as 
they move toward adopting this mindset:

1. Develop a uniting customer-centric plan that cuts across teams and functions

2. Focus on how to serve customers in a differentiated way rather than adopt a one-size-fits-all approach

3. Invest in the infrastructure required for flexible and dynamic teams to meet changing needs

What is Service Design?

Service Design is an approach to 
transform existing products and 
services by putting customer 
and employee experiences at the 
center of all research, design, and 
implementation. It emphasizes:

 ● Including stakeholders from 
various backgrounds and 
functions into the design process

 ● Considering the needs of 
customers throughout the end-to-
end product or service journey

 ● Basing the design of solutions 
on real-world application and 
experimentation
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opportunity to rally teams for change around key 
market differentiators.

Plans can be as grand or as specific as needed. For 
instance, an insurance carrier started small by crafting 
a plan around one of its insurance products. The carrier 
began by developing personas for different types of 
customers, and tracing how it interacted with those 
customers over time – from the point of sale to the 
cancelation of a policy. Even when some middle and 
back office teams were a few steps removed from the 
customer, they were able to link their activities to how 
they added to, or detracted from, customer needs.

The true north for assessing the value of operational 
activities for that product became all about whether 
it improved what the organization was delivering to 
the customer. For example, the team was surprised 
to learn that its front office had little interaction 

with any customers during the policy term, except 
during the billing process, and that the carrier relied 
heavily on third parties to communicate the value 
of its product to its customers.

As the team articulated a new plan, one with more 
control and upfront interaction with its customers, 
they also thought about how they could work 
differently compared to their competitors. The 
team developed plans to cross-sell products at 
specific points during the journey, and identified 
ways to proactively arm representatives to offer 
industry insights from collected data. By anchoring 
efforts around customer experience, the carrier 
identified new ways to add value and differentiate 
from competitors in the eyes of its customers and 
brokers. The carrier moved from conversations 
about resolving billing issues to how to remove 
surprises or improve cashflow for its customers.

Through tools such as Service Design blueprints, 
customer segmentation, and pilots, Service Design 
helps teams change their processes, determine 
areas of focus, and identify opportunities for new 
digital solutions. We’ll go into more detail about 
Service Design in another paper!

1.  Develop a uniting 
customer-centric plan 
that cuts across teams 
and functions

Understanding the significance of customer 
experience is rarely enough to drive necessary 
organizational change. To build and sustain 
momentum, leaders must craft a coherent and 
unifying future state plan to execute on their 
customer-centered digital strategy. This plan should 
tell the story of different customer needs, how 
products meet those needs, and how teams across 
the front, middle, and back offices come together to 
provide distinctive services.

This process helps operations gain clarity around 
why their work matters, where and how the 
organization intends to change, and how. It also 
provides the opportunity for organizations to set the 
stage for a bold new future. Leaders, however, often 
aim too low when setting their plans, thinking only 
of incremental improvements. Instead, seize the 

Front o�ce Middle o�ce Back o�ce

1. Transform the customer experience
Core challenge: Ensuring that the customer experience doesn’t break in the front end: 
narrowly focused initiatives fail to deliver impact because the root of problems is often in 
the middle and back o�ces

2. Build more e�cient and compliant operations

Core challenge: Middle and back o�ce interventions ignore the impact on customer 
experience – disconnect between operations and the organization’s value drivers

3. Create new value propositions

Figure 1: Three vectors for crafting a customer-centric organization

https://www.tandemseven.com/blog/4-steps-to-customer-centered-digital-strategy/
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2.  Focus on how to 
serve customers in a 
differentiated way rather 
than adopt a one-size-
fits-all approach

A common misperception within many organizations 
is that deeply understanding customers, including 
their needs and behaviors, is only relevant to sales 
and marketing teams. They reason that the rest of 
the organization should be focused on efficient and 
effective delivery. In our experience, however, this 
mindset strips teams of the ability to make trade-off 
decisions between what they are being asked to do. 
Teams who don’t understand what their customers 
need tend to over-deliver or take a one-size-fits-all 
approach to their work.

By contrast, taking the time to understand the 
differences between customer types allows teams to 
reach and serve a wider number of people, as they 
can prioritize activities without fearing that they 
might “break” something that is currently working. 
This knowledge helps teams understand the value 
behind what they are doing and to constantly re-
focus on the highest value areas.

For example, one group of customers might 
think more strategically, and value information 
on industry trends and data. Another may 
place a premium on personal connections, and 
therefore may not consider data useful. With this 

understanding, teams can streamline how they 
use their tools, capabilities, and skillsets to deliver 
around the differing needs of each customer.

Leaders also become better equipped to decide 
where to invest in both human and digital 
capabilities. Many organizations shy away from 
building virtual or self-service capabilities, fearing 
potential disadvantages from the lack of human 
interaction. But research, along with our own client 
experiences, shows a growing demand for remote 
tools and digital self-serve models.

One retail bank realized through behavioral-based 
segmentation analysis that certain customers 

preferred an entirely self-directed experience. 
This finding proved contrary to the bank’s initial 
assumption that demand was primarily for a 
white-glove service model. Small construction 
company owners, for example, needed to tackle 
bookkeeping after hours through online self-
service. This insight led the bank down the path 
of developing chatbot capabilities, which could 
answer customers’ questions quickly or help 
them easily find reference material. Developing 
an understanding of your customers, with an eye 
on where underlying operations come into play, 
can lead to leaner teams and finding new ways of 
providing distinctive services.
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Figure 2: Adopting needs-based customer segmentation
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3.  Invest in the infrastructure required for flexible and 
dynamic teams to meet changing needs

An empowered organization is able to deliver personalized products and services that create loyal emotional 
connections. Yet this capability increasingly relies on insights garnered through data, systems, and processes. 
These underlying operations enable the organization to connect with customers at the right time, deliver new 
insights about the industry or their own organization, or provide functions and features that customers didn’t 
even know they needed. No longer can operations be structured as a rigid provider of pre-determined services.

Through close observation, one insurance broker learned that workers were spending significant time following 
up on the progress and status of work. They also learned that servicing teams were being created based on 
availability rather than customer suitability. The broker realized that to meet its strategic growth targets, it 
needed to invest in new resource-management tools to help enhance service to the highest value customers.

5 Adapt to the changing 
workforce
Retain customer and 
operating service levels 
despite rising turnover and 
changing workforce 
expectations.

6 Scale upwards and 
downwards
Scale operations upwards and 
downwards to meet changes in 
demand while considering the 
o�shoring mix, the degree of 
centralization, and the 
e�ectiveness of digital tools.

7 Share organizational 
knowledge
More e�ectively 
communicate across teams 
and geographies and boost 
knowledge sharing.

1 Form more e�ective 
teams
Match customers with the 
right servicing teams — both 
by competency and 
personality — through 
dynamic work�ow.

2 Unlock insights from 
existing data
Tap into the organization’s 
existing data sources to 
generate insights for 
proactive conversations. 

3 Tap into the entire 
ecosystem
Empower teams to �nd and 
recommend the most 
appropriate product and 
services for customers from 
across the organization and its 
partner ecosystem.

4 Work with leaner, 
smarter teams
Automate and work with 
leaner and more knowl-
edge-based teams focused 
on complex customer-relat-
ed tasks such as handling 
exception and disputes.
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What if teams don’t change 
the way they work?

Rigid teams result from outdated processes. They 
also result from allocating work through crude 
mechanisms; lack of ownership over outcomes; and 
a limited understanding of a team’s contribution 
to organizational objectives. These issues manifest 
themselves in ways like poor attitudes as staff do 
the bare minimum to clear work from their queues 
without considering the “why” behind a task; 
task. They also create a proliferation and use of 
“unofficial” workarounds to complete core duties; 
and increased risk as knowledge is locked within 
specific individuals inside teams rather than shared.

Inevitably, leaders begin to implement short-term 
processes and controls to “fix” these symptoms. 
Over time, more and more resources are devoted to 
completing the same amount and quality of work. 
Efforts also begin to distort alignment around 
incentives, as leaders spend more time focusing on 
compliance, rather than delivering customer outcomes.

Executives at one institutional bank became 
concerned after learning that maintaining 
current service levels required a six percent 
headcount increase year-over-year. This caught 
the organization off guard, as service metrics had 
been improving overall. Further analysis revealed 
a significant allocation of work to a number of sub-
teams, where work bounced around until the right 
skillsets were identified. Unfortunately, service-
level metrics only captured the time it took for a 
case to close from an individual queue and not the 
number of bounces before an issue was resolved. In 
this case, rigid organizational structures, and a lack 
of ownership for the overall outcome, resulted in a 
significant deterioration of services.

Figure 3: Seven needs for the new empowered organization
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Summary
While most organizations have pockets of teams that master some of the above, the real test is how well these capabilities integrate across the organization. 
Leaders should think about how these concepts can be integrated and scaled into new ways of working. This might require establishing new routine practices, 
such as weekly cross-functional meetings; establishing a center of excellence (COE) to help drive change; or taking smaller steps, like creating opportunities for 
employees to interact with others outside of their immediate teams.

While these steps are only a starting point, operations leaders can begin making strong strides in using customer experience and service design to drive 
alignment and change across the organization.

Geoff Lew, 
Service Design Director, 

Tandem Seven, a Genpact company
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