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Companies have learned a sobering truth during the 

past decade or so: Building a truly customer-centric 

culture and organization is never primarily a top-down 

affair, to be implemented solely with the levers of con-

ventional management. It is always a bottom-up process, 

with people throughout the organization actively develop-

ing and supporting the company’s culture. Employees 

need to see the fundamental connection between the 

work they do every day and its impact on customers. 

They must experience fi rsthand the deep satisfaction 

of earning their customers’ heartfelt gratitude and 

loyalty. If they don’t, then their jobs are just jobs—they 

may do as they’re told, but they won’t bring much 

energy, enthusiasm or creativity to the workplace. And 

as the industrial company learned, it’s precisely that 

energy, enthusiasm and creativity that true customer 

centricity requires.

But the need for bottom-up change raises several questions:

• How can companies make it easy for employees 

to relate to customers directly—to see, hear and 

feel what customers experience? 

• How can they make it easy for employees to change 

things, not only their own behaviors but the policies 

or products that get in the way of delivering an 

exceptional customer experience? 

• How can they provide the coaching, training and 

guidance employees need to learn and grow in 

their jobs? 

• How can they link customer centricity to their core 

strategies so every employee feels a direct connection 

to the company’s mission, and so senior leaders 

naturally roll up their sleeves and get involved in 

efforts to improve? 

The four mechanisms of the employee Net 
Promoter System

The employee Net Promoter SystemSM—eNPS for short—

uses four simple mechanisms to answer these ques-

tions (see  Figure 1). Let’s look at each one in detail. 

The “inner loop”: high-velocity closed-loop feedback, 

learning and action. One cornerstone of any Net Pro-

moter System is a disciplined method of gathering feed-

back from customers immediately after a transaction or 

interaction. The company asks customers, on a scale of 

zero to 10: How likely would you be to recommend this 

company or product to a friend or colleague? It also asks 

customers why they gave the rating they did, inviting 

them to describe what they liked or disliked about the 

interaction. This feedback fl ows directly and rapidly to the 

individuals and teams responsible for the customer’s 

A few years ago the CEO of a large, well-run industrial company decided that the organization was focusing too 
much on processes and not enough on customers. Starting now, he declared, it would listen closely to its customers. 
It would learn to provide them with a great experience, one that no competitor could match.

Soon “customer centricity” was the company’s watchword, repeated at every opportunity. Top executives did the 
calculations showing the link between customer advocacy and fi nancial performance. They agreed on objectives. 
They developed metrics and incentives. They assigned accountabilities for improving the customer experience, and 
they sponsored extensive training programs. Then they launched initiative after initiative, just as they had done with 
Six Sigma years earlier. 

The results? Disappointing. Only a few people took the message seriously and made improvements. Others fi gured 
out how to game the new metrics to make themselves look good. Overall, not much changed. Despite all the initiatives, 
remarkably few employees across the organization were doing anything differently. 

What went wrong?
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learn how to address customers’ needs better, because 

the responsibility for improvement lies with them and 

their immediate managers rather than with some far-

away boss. Over time, customers go from nameless, 

faceless individuals to fl esh-and-blood people with whom 

the employees can empathize. 

The continuous, repetitive nature of this process is 

essential. As Malcolm Gladwell reminds us in his book 

Outliers, people learn through deliberate practice, and 

they develop expertise through constant repetition: 

action, observation of the outcome, hypotheses about 

variation, experimentation, observation of the outcome 

and so on, over and over again. 

The huddle: regular team meetings and working sessions. 

Short get-togethers—often called “huddles” after the 

brief team gatherings in American football when the 

quarterback calls the next play—take place daily or weekly. 

The supervisor leads the discussion, and every team 

member participates. 

experience, both frontline employees and people inside 

the organization (such as product designers) whose 

decisions affect customers. The employees see trends 

in the scores and hear the voice of the customer 

immediately—sometimes literally, if they’re listen-

ing to recordings of phone calls offering feedback. 

Employees then close the loop, following up with 

customers to learn more about what went right and 

what went wrong. When possible, they fix problems 

the customer encountered or flag the issue for team 

attention, alerting the customer to the outcome. Closing 

the loop is a critical step, and not just because it makes 

customers feel heard. Many employees, after all, don’t 

normally interact with customers, and those who do 

are often limited to prescribed transactions. Closing the 

loop gives people throughout the organization an oppor-

tunity to connect with customers on a human level. 

Positive interactions inspire and reward employees, 

letting them know they made a difference in their 

customers’ lives. Critical comments motivate people to 

Figure 1: Four mechanisms of the Net Promoter SystemSM help truly engage employees in the company’s 
core mission 

Results:
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considers customer centricity a strategic priority. These 

companies gauge their performance relative to that of 

their peers using competitive benchmark scores, which 

many companies treat as seriously and rigorously as 

financial results. 

Inspirational leadership

While customer centricity is not primarily a top-down 

affair, it requires support from the top as much as it 

needs the involvement of the rank and fi le. Senior leaders 

at NPS companies usually get personally involved in 

the process. They allocate the necessary resources to 

the system. Many even participate in day-to-day activities, 

such as making follow-up calls to understand what it’s 

like to be a customer and what it’s like to be at the front 

lines serving those customers. These leaders demonstrate 

their personal commitment to customer centricity in how 

they spend their time, the questions they ask and how 

they address daily issues. They often play an active role 

in training, and they oversee the outer-loop processes 

that help coordinate functions and eliminate roadblocks.

Build a solid foundation

Of course, these four mechanisms must rest on a solid 

foundation of employee satisfaction. People can bring 

energy, enthusiasm and creativity to the workplace only 

if they feel that the fundamentals of their job are on 

track. Employees need the tools and training necessary 

to do their jobs well. They must believe that their com-

pensation and benefits are fair, and they must trust 

their supervisors and managers. In eNPS companies, 

employees must also feel that managers listen and 

support them, that their huddles are effective and that 

they are rewarded for doing the right things for customers. 

So eNPS companies ask employees: How likely would 

you be to recommend this company to a qualifi ed friend 

as a place to work? They also ask employees the reason 

for their rating. Responses are anonymous to ensure 

candor, and they fl ow directly to team leaders. These 

“pulse checks” complement the huddles. They give 

supervisors insights into, and a chance to address, 

concerns that employees might hesitate to express in 

The huddle focuses the entire group on the company’s 

core mission of improving customers’ lives. Employees 

ask each other: How can we serve our customers better, 

whether internal or external? What are we doing as a group 

to improve, and how can we help each other? What help do 

we need from other people in the company? They describe 

issues they have encountered, brainstorm ways to solve 

them and identify problems that need attention at a 

higher level of the organization. The huddle becomes a 

place where team members can bond over their shared 

mission; it’s a safe and rewarding venue to raise concerns 

and develop solutions. 

It’s also a place where the supervisor can coach and sup-

port the team in its efforts to fulfi ll its mission. At Telstra, 

the Australian telecommunications company, a manager 

called in to supervise technicians installing broadband in 

residences reported that team morale was low and Net 

Promoter ScoresSM in single digits when he started the job. 

Every week he spoke to the fi eld techs to highlight exam-

ples of great performance, discuss what the team could do 

to improve, and relate all this to the feedback each individ-

ual had received. The team’s Net Promoter Scores im-

proved 45 points in three months (see the sidebar, “Telstra’s 

employees: top-to-bottom customer centricity”).

The “outer loop”: identifying and tackling systemic issues. 

In a high-functioning Net Promoter® company, front-

line teams deal with many issues themselves, creating 

new service protocols, for example, or helping each other 

learn to be more responsive to customers. They escalate 

issues that require involvement from higher-level man-

agers or across functions. The company establishes a 

rigorous process, often through a customer advocacy 

offi ce, to identify, prioritize and pursue these issues. 

This outer loop system tracks trends in customer feed-

back, investigates root causes of issues, develops and 

launches initiatives and communicates the results to 

employees and customers. Careful management of the 

process ensures that employees’ voices are heard, and 

that they have the support of the organization in achiev-

ing their mission. It also lets senior leaders see the 

organization’s progress in achieving customer centricity. 

Any company that adopts the Net Promoter System 
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definition of engagement. Employees at veteran Net 

Promoter companies understand the importance of 

delivering a great customer experience and take the lead 

in fi guring out how to do so. When they need help, they 

ask for and receive it. They know the company listens to 

their concerns because they can see the evidence week 

in and week out. It’s little wonder that they create a lot 

of promoters among customers. After all, many of those 

employees are promoters themselves.

public. Just as it does with customer feedback, the 

company monitors the issues teams raise, tracks the 

response and communicates any results back to the 

people who raised them. It also creates regular reviews 

to share best practices throughout the organization.

When the foundation is in place and the four mecha-

nisms are working, the cumulative effect is to engage 

employees in ways that extend well beyond the usual 

Telstra’s employees: top-to-bottom customer centricity

Telstra, the big Australian telecommunications company, has developed effective methods of involving 
employees throughout the organization in the company’s NPS. Here’s how the company puts the 
eNPS mechanisms to work:

• Closed-loop feedback. Telstra continuously collects Net Promoter feedback after key episodes 
(such as buying and activating a phone) or interactions (such as contacting a call center or walking 
into a retail store). Employees who can use this data to improve the customer experience have 
access to it in real time through an on-demand portal. 

• Regular team meetings. Every team at Telstra holds a “T-time” meeting either once a week or once 
a month. Frontline teams in the fi eld, in contact centers and in retail stores meet at least weekly 
and often daily. The meetings review scores, highlight positive performance and identify actions 
the team can take to improve the customer experience. Every team also goes through an exercise 
to determine its line of sight to the customer, discuss its role in improving the customer experience 
and identify what members can do differently. Support teams such as legal, communications and 
fi nance have been among the most enthusiastic adopters of this routine.

• Outer loop. When teams at Telstra can’t solve an issue themselves, they escalate to higher levels 
of the organization through a system called T-Solve. A central offi ce triages and prioritizes ideas 
and passes them along to the appropriate owner. The company also reviews all strategic and 
operational NPS data to spot the issues that customers perceive as most important. A team then 
identifi es potential “must win” initiatives—actions that address the root cause of specifi c issues 
and promise to move the needle on Net Promoter Scores. It assesses issues on the basis of coverage 
(how many customers will be affected), impact (what the effect on NPS will be) and timing 
(when customers will notice a difference).

• Senior leader involvement. Telstra’s top leaders walk the talk in terms of commitment to customers. 
They involve themselves in follow-up calls. They participate in a regular decision forum known as 
the Advocacy Board and discuss progress with the CEO in quarterly advocacy review meetings. 
Every leader receives a text message every day with his or her unit’s NPS results. The CEO calls 
managers with very high scores to offer congratulations, and managers with very low scores to 
explore the reasons.
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