
3  

APO news ● May  2005

p-TIPS

In Simply Better: Winning and Keeping Customers by Delivering What
Matters Most (Harvard Business School Press, 2004), authors Patrick
Barwise and Sean Meehan contend that customers rarely base choices on
uniqueness. The Simply Better strategy relies on providing products/ser-
vices that customers really want in the best way possible. They lay down
six rules for achieving business success.

Rule 1) Think category benefits, not unique brand benefits. Colgate tooth-
paste’s strength was its flavor but it was losing market share due to
Crest’s anticavity claims. In 1997, Colgate Total was launched,
claiming to offer flavor, breath-freshening, whitening power, and
dental health. Within four years, Colgate was the market leader
with a 37% share.

Rule 2) Think simplicity, not sophistication. Shell, serving 25 million cus-
tomers daily, chose to buck the trend of making service station
operations more differentiated and sophisticated. Betting that
motorists were mainly looking to refuel quickly at reasonable cost,
it concentrated on delivering those basics, not on offering gourmet
coffees and snacks. Sales increased by 10% and return on capital
reached double digits.

Rule 3) Think inside, not outside, the box. Try redirecting creativity to
learn how your customers make buying decisions and which cur-
rent or future needs remain unmet.

Rule 4) Think opportunities, not threats. Kirin Beer had a 90% share of all
lager sold in Japan, but it made the mistake of ignoring demo-
graphics. Younger drinkers with different lifestyles flocked to the
much smaller Asahi Breweries’ Super Dry beer. Within 10 years,
Asahi had the number-one beer brand with 33% of the market.

Rule 5) For creative advertising, forget Rule 3. Korea’s Daewoo Motors
did this brilliantly in its UK launch, using humor (real vs. human
guinea pigs to test-drive cars free for one year) and a simple mes-
sage. It also overcame a recognition problem and positioned itself
as a customer-centered company.

Rule 6) Think immersion, not submersion. Everyone, not just marketing
and sales staff, should immerse themselves in the market instead
of submersing themselves in paperwork. Hindustan Unilever is a
shining example, requiring all new recruits to reside for six weeks
in a remote village to understand the reality of customers’ lives.

Giving them what they want 
(Simply better)

advantageous labor costs and high educational levels with attractive govern-
mental policies. Thus they have made great efforts to simplify bureaucracy,
enabling firms to be established rapidly; and they have reduced taxes to uni-
tary levels of 20–25% for both companies and individuals. One result: all
new facilities of the international automotive companies are being set up in
these states.

But gradually the need for spring-cleaning is being recognized in old Europe.
The business environment is being made more favorable for entrepreneur-
ship. Thus Germany has reformed its labor laws from 2005 to get more
unemployed off of welfare and into work and self-employment. Italy’s new

4 billion competitiveness program aims to cut red tape as well as boost the
use of information technology, soften the impact of bankruptcy laws, and
induce smaller companies to merge since most are too small to invest ade-
quate resources in R&D. The UK government has announced a significant
reduction in the number and variety of agencies overseeing firms as well as
simplification of the tax payment system. Even the French government has,
despite national strikes, made the 35-hour-a-week law more flexible.

The new European Commission will henceforth focus on “productivity
growth and employing more people... [which] is needed to secure [Europe’s]
social cohesion and to make further progress toward environmental sustain-
ability.” Thus, it will continue to fight “abusive monopolies, murky cartels,
anticompetitive mergers and market-distorting state aid.” This means making
it easier to start a business, taking a common approach on corporate gover-
nance, pursuing trade-promoting customs rules, and continuing to work for
the opening of the single market. Those are fine words; let’s hope that they
are not sabotaged by, among others, the popular press.

................................................... by A.C. Hubert

Anthony C. Hubert is President of EuroJobs, an organization he established to
promote efforts to raise the quality of working life and productivity in Europe. He
was formerly Secretary-General of the European Association of National
Productivity Organizations. He writes regularly for this column.
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