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Dedication

This book is dedicated 
 - to customers who suffer from Customer Value Starvation, and often
    have no recourse (We hope this book will change this situation).

- to our wives, who have suffered us for long years, and recently  
through the Corona Virus lockdown.



Description

Customer Value Starvation is a common disease in companies, both small 
and large, that is difficult to diagnose. It is a silent killer, like many can-
cers. By the time it is diagnosed, it is generally late, sometimes, too late.

Mahajan and Vieira have put their expertise together to show how 
Value Starvation is overlooked by companies. This causes irritation and 
frustration to customers in their interaction with the company and its 
personnel—in person, on the telephone, via the website or e-mail.

The book identifies customer DNA (Do Not Annoy) factors and sug-
gests how to minimize complaints and ensure customer loyalty and long-
term company profitability and success.

Philip Kotler, the world’s marketing guru, has said, “This book will 
help you think freshly about your business mission and success.”

Seven well-known experts on the subject, such as Shep Hyken, have 
contributed articles to this book.

Read Customer Value Starvation Can Kill, and make life easier for your 
customers and yourself!

Keywords

value; value starvation; value destruction; value deprivation; customer; 
business; company; customer value starvation; loyalty; profitability; cus-
tomer value



Praise for Customer Value Starvation Can Kill

“This book discusses starvation, and its opposite. After reading this book, you’ll 
be full of ideas, strategies, and tactics to help you deliver more value in the 
form of customer service and experience.”

—Shep Hyken, Customer Service/Experience Expert and NYT and 
WSJ Bestselling Author of The Amazement Revolution

“Makes a good read. It has plenty of anecdotes. It can become a bible for 
customer care people (not that they care for customers) if they take the trouble 
to read it.”

—P. Jayaram, Visiting Professor at Amrita School of 
Communication, Coimbatore. Formerly, Head of the 

Department of Communication and Senior Journalist, India

“Customer Value Starvation is a very slippery slope. Mahajan and Vieira do 
an excellent job of showing how easily companies start down the slope without 
even realizing it, and then how difficult it is to recover customers from the fall. 
They also give the manager tips on how to avoid the slope in the first place. You 
cannot read this book without being profoundly changed, with a newfound 
enthusiasm for customer centricity and value creation. If enough people read 
this book, the world will be a much improved place.”
—Moshe Davidow, Customer Service Expert, CEO of Service2Profit 

and Professor at the Ono Academic Center, Israel

“This is truly a handbook. Brief, simple language, no jargon, with a balance 
of theory and examples—a VIEIRA hallmark. I had never realized how many 
minor irritations have been absorbed by me unconsciously, and influenced 
my attitude towards products and services. This book by Walter Vieira and 
Gautam Mahajan will really help much of the business community, especially 
in the B to C area. My best wishes for this significant contribution.”

—Harish Mehta, Co Founder/Past President, NASSCOM, 
                                  Founder/Chairman, Onward Technologies, India



“I have always firmly believed that nothing can ensure consumer loyalty, 
more than the creation and fervent maintenance of strong bonds between the 
customer, and the first line and at every level of customer contact…from the 
company or outsourced “call” operator or the user friendliness of the website to 
every contact point, including the salesman at the point of sale!

Somehow, this is generally forgotten. Or, neglected.

Top management gets too involved with balance sheets, top lines, and bottom 
lines. The result? Small customer irritations go unnoticed. The company keeps 
losing customers, and top management tends to realize this too late. This book 
is a welcome warning bell—for those who are still prepared to listen.”

—Roger C. B. Pereira, ex-Board Member, International Advertising 
Association (IAA), New York; Founder, IAA Chapters: Indonesia, 

Singapore & Sri Lanka and Chairman and Founder India Chapter; 
and Founder, Advertising Standards Council of India

x
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Foreword

by Philip Kotler

I am delighted to read the fresh ideas in this book about Value Creation, 
Value Destruction, Value Deprivation, and Value Starvation. Companies 
tend to think that repeat purchases and customer satisfaction are suffi-
cient indicators that the company is serving the customer well. Yet, all this 
time, the customer may be deprived or starved of value.

My two longtime friends, Walter Vieira and Gautam Mahajan, both 
eminent marketers, got together and discussed their ideas with top man-
agers and thinkers and asked for their reflections on how to prevent and 
manage Customer Value Starvation. This is the silent and insidious killer 
of companies. Companies do not realize the presence of this disease in the 
company unless it is late, or sometimes, too late.

This book will help you think freshly about your business mission and 
success. Customers and other stakeholders deserve more than you have 
been giving them. It is not a matter of spending more money.

The environment is constantly changing and therefore there are op-
portunities all the time to upgrade the product and service, rather than 
sitting back and resting on laurels of the past. It is a matter of thinking 
more deeply, creatively, and continuously about how to create and deliver 
value to your stakeholders.

Philip Kotler is undoubtedly the most famous marketing guru in the 
world. His book Marketing Management has been around for about 
50 years and is now in its 15th edition.



Introduction
Why This Book in 2021: Customer Value Starvation 

Can KILL

How do you keep happy customers when cutting costs is essential? (Air-
line costs are going up, fares are going down. Where is the money going 
to come from?) Singapore Airlines is a customer service leader and lower 
in costs than similar airlines. Ten customer leaders in different fields have 
the lowest costs—because they have happy customers.

We need to avoid complaints (go toward zero complaints or at least 
zero Customer Value Starvation complaints) and get contented custom-
ers by not starving them of satisfaction. Starvation causes complaints, 
and costs the company time, money, and effort to rectify them. Why not 
just work toward getting rid of this source of annoyance. Learn “Do Not 
Annoy” the Customer!

Customer Value Starvation increases customer and company effort, 
makes them do more work.

We are all so happy when companies regularly provide Customer 
Value Creation. We also are not pleased with companies that, in an obvi-
ous fashion, indulge in Customer Value Destruction and Customer Value 
Deprivation (defined and discussed in this book).

Customer Value Starvation is a more benign and often unnoticed 
form of Value Destruction. It is a niggling, seemingly unimportant issue 
that causes customers short-term pain and is therefore unnoticed by the 
company, but reduces the value to the customer. For example, giving you 
a wrong address to write to and your letter comes back (or worse still you 
visit a nonexistent location because the company did not update the ad-
dress on its information page or website).

Customer Value Starvation happens when you irritate a customer or 
are unhelpful to him. Or when there is no follow-up. Or when you have 
ridiculous and rigid rules.

This is the secondeditionof CustomerValueStarvation,especially for India.
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The aim of companies should not only be avoiding Customer Value Star-
vation (although this is a necessary first step) but increasing Customer Value.

This book is about Value Starvation and how you can kill customers and 
your company. Value Starvation is what happens when you deny a customer 
very basic needs in doing business with you. Often, this is done unwit-
tingly or because the company is too busy trying to improve profits or 
experience.

The mantra to prevent Customer Value Starvation is do not annoy 
(DNA). Understand the Customer’s DNA factors!

Value Starvation occurs when a company posts a link on its website 
that does not work or fails to update a product spec or does not allow you 
access to the right person for your solution or the customer cannot get 
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through to your telephone or gets no response to an e-mail or an incom-
plete answer.

An example is an airline changing a flight timing and failing to inform you.
Value Destruction happens when knowingly or unknowingly compa-

nies destroy value. Examples:

When the airline sends 
your bags to the wrong 
destination

or a hotel denies you a 
prepaid hotel room.

Note the line between 
Value Starvation and Value 
Destruction is often blurred 
and depends on the custom-
er’s perception.

Companies that starve cus-
tomers of value consistently 
end up destroying value and 
can die. Most companies are 
killed over a longer period of 
time, by a cancer that does not 
show major symptoms, but 
finally ends in death, because 
companies wake up too late 
or not at all. That is Customer 
Value Starvation. Instead of 
Value Creation there is Value 
Dilution. Let us give you some 
examples of businesses in India, that have died or are dying:

The yellow cabs (Delhi taxi service) are dying because of continuous 
value starvation. They do not give you point-to-point service, they do not 
adhere to the meter, they insist on being hired for a minimum of 4 hours, 
or when you want to go from Point A to B, they want you to pay the 
return fare. Competing services such as Uber and Ola are destroying the 
old-fashioned customer-starving taxi services.

Tata Sky is heralded by the Tata 
group as an example of great service. 
It probably has the worst systems. 
You cannot get a proper answer on 
how much you owe, or even reach 
them on landlines, using their help 
button on screen. These numbers do 
not work. They also say for toll free 
calls go to the website, making the 
customer do the work. I could not 
get through to the number. It also 
gives a number to give a missed call 
to. It does not work! Channel 613 
to which I was subscribed, was not 
working. The online message on the 
TV screen said contact Tata Sky by 
text message. I asked them to restore 
channel 613 via a text message. The 
response was, it is working. I am un-
able to get through to Tata Sky to tell 
them it is NOT.

Clearly a case of Customer Value 
Starvation!



Take landlines, particularly MTNL, India’s public sector telephone 
company, who at one time were a monopoly. They starved customers of 
value: poor service, poor response, not caring. Recently, a friend locked 
down due to the Covid-19 crisis complained he could not do anything 
because MTNL had not fixed his broadband in 6 weeks. Can you imag-
ine such value starvation that will lead to death (of the company) espe-
cially at times that the Internet is absolutely necessary?

There are streets in Chennai that I visited many years ago that had two 
light poles almost adjacent to each other. The old ones (3 years old) were 
rusting and falling down. Some company had sold poles based on price 
that could not meet specifications (and probably lined some pockets)—a 
clear case of value starvation leading to death of the poles and the company.

That is why this book focuses on Customer Value Starvation, since it 
can kill companies. Continued Value Starvation leads to value destruction 
and death.

For most people today when they get so involved with technology and 
the progress the world has made in the last 50 years, there is a great danger 
of losing perspective and the view of the broad picture of a business and 
what it is meant to be.

Companies are so concerned with Customer Value Creation (and that 
is a good thing) that they sometimes forget that in the whole process we 
may also be involved with exactly the opposite, and concurrently!

With all the technology available to us today, we may end up building 
a beautiful castle, but built on a foundation of sand.

Customer Value Starvation Can Kill is a guideline for managers in large 
companies and small, to ensure that their companies are on a solid foun-
dation, and they then keep building on this, because they have laid the 
foundation for many more floors than earlier anticipated.

Customer Value Starvation Can Kill might seem to be an account of 
the obvious. But a look at at, for example, Indian buildings, roads, pave-
ments, parks, railways, banking systems, insurance procedures, consumer 
products, airlines services, telecommunications, and many other areas 
will convince you why a solid foundation is necessary. Examples are from 
many countries.

This short book is a plea to businesses to build a solid foundation of 
customer connection with training at the first point of customer contact 

xx INTRODUCTION



to ensure customer loyalty and ensure that companies and customers 
grow together for mutual benefit and the benefit of the community.

In this long journey, there will certainly be hiccups. They have to be 
managed. Successful long-term companies have managed them. “What 
man has done, man can do” is the old adage. And still true.

Even if we succeed in preventing 25 percent of companies—small or 
large—from starving customers, wittingly or unwittingly, Customer Value 
Starvation Can Kill would have achieved its goal. Customer Value Starva-
tion Can Kill is a new offering for those that are start-ups in business 
and mostly focused on technology improvement. They lack customer focus
and therefore 40 percent of start-ups fail in just the first few years.

Customer Value Starvation Can Kill is also for those who have been 
very successful in business or in government, or even in the NGO 
sector—those who become complacent and more inward looking as a 
result of such success.

Customer Value Starvation Can Kill is therefore a back to basics book, 
written in a manner that will be appealing to all levels of management, 
including top management. Again, Customer Value Starvation makes 
us heed that wise counsel from Philip Kotler: “The more successful a 
company becomes, the faster it forgets the very lessons that made it 
successful.”

Customer Value Starvation Can Kill (like the book Who Moved My 
Cheese) helps to bring the derailed back on track so that those who man-
age business, any business, can move forward and continue to make prog-
ress to serve all stakeholders.

The book has therefore been kept short and simple, has many real-life 
examples, and has contributions from some of the experts in management 
from different countries. This mix makes the book an easy and enjoyable 
read, as it remains instructive without being didactic. A hallmark of Wal-
ter Vieira’s 14 other books!!

We are fortunate to share seven articles by experts Marc Grainer, 
Scott M. Broetzmann, David Beinhacker, Paul Selby, Shep Hyken, 
V. N. Bhattacharya, B. S. Nagesh, Denyse Drummond-Dunn, and Moshe 
Davidow. We thank them for their generosity.

There are many examples of Customer Value Starvation given in the 
book based on real-life situations with various companies/businesses. And 
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Customer Value Creation also exists in the same companies, in different 
situations and/or in different geographies. By the same token, Customer 
Value Starvation does not exist in many other companies.

The examples given are just that: examples. They are not a criticism or
a labelling. These stories are related here so readers can learn from real-life 
situations.

If you have any experience as customers you would like to share with 
us, please do send them to us. This will be most welcome.

What Is Value?

Value is a most misunderstood and misused word. As it becomes fash-
ionable to create value, more companies are rushing toward the creat-
ing value mantra. In doing so, they forget Value Starvation and Value 
Destruction.

It is germane to start this book with a definition of value:
Value Creation is executing proactive, conscious, inspired, or imagi-

native and even normal actions that increase the overall good and well-
being, and the worth of ideas, goods, services, people, or institutions, 
including society, and all stakeholders (like employees, customers, part-
ners, shareholders, and society), and value waiting to happen.

Value Starvation diminishes the well-being of people and companies. 
Companies pursue their goal of increasing shareholder wealth. In the pro-
cess, they fall into the pothole of Customer Value Starvation.

This book shows you how to recognize Value Starvation, how to avoid 
it, and how to prevent it. This will make you and your companies more 
effective, more customer centric, and more successful. Preventing Cus-
tomer Value Starvation reduces your costs, increases customer loyalty and 
profits.

Remember what Jack Welch, former CEO of GE, said, “If you are not 
thinking customer, you are not thinking.”
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Preface

Gautam states: Philip Kotler was talking to me about my book Value 
Dominant Logic. He said I needed to write a lighter book with a message 
with Walter Vieira, who he called India’s greatest marketer. Walter Vieira 
has been described by Philip Kotler as one of “the best speakers on Mar-
keting in Asia, and perhaps worldwide.”

Walter and I had met earlier, and we reconnected to write the book 
Customer Value Starvation. In extreme cases, Value Starvation can lead to 
Value Destruction. It is up to the reader to decide how bad the Starvation 
is in the examples in this 
book. The lack of value 
availability leads to Value 
Deprivation.

I have been writing 
about Value Creation and 
Destruction, and how fo-
cusing on possible Value 
Destruction can lead to 
greater Value Creation. 
Value Starvation is a more 
unconscious and milder 
version of Value Destruc-
tion. Many companies do 
not notice it, nor do they try to remove such irritants and become more 
customer friendly.

Customers are becoming more aware and demanding and are taking 
the driver’s seat in the company–customer relationship. Overall loyalty 
has reduced to 8 percent according to a recent Global Millennial Survey.

 “Yes, we do have a customer-centric 
movement going on—among customers 
… (they) are acting more empowered 
and emboldened and are continually 
upping their expectations of companies. 
More than just a ‘movement’ this is a 
large rock rumbling downhill at increas-
ing speed that imperils anything in its 
way.”

Marsh, C., P. Sparrow, and M. Hird. 
2010. Is Customer Centricity a Movement 
or Myth?



Here is a book to make you more aware and to become value creators 
who show they can be truly customer friendly and customer focused as well.

Phil Kotler made the purpose of marketing to create value as shown in 
the Preface to the latest edition of his book Marketing Management

The American Marketing Association released a new definition of 
marketing: “Marketing is the activity, set of institutions, and processes for 
creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that have 
value for customers, clients, partners, and society at large.”
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Thus, in today’s marketing, the purpose of a company is all about creating 
value, as stated by Kotler. Value Starvation negates all these positive thoughts.

Walter adds: I was brought up to think positively. My parents made 
sure every time I criticized a person, product, or service, they would point 
out to the positives in the situation and also point out that the negatives 
were far outweighed by the positives. Looking back now, I realize that it 
was a good way to bring up children—so they grow up optimists instead 
of pessimists and this helps to bring a glow to their own lives.

We were also taught to thank the good Lord, our Maker, for the blessings 
that we have received and perhaps many others would not have been so lucky.

Over the years, I have looked around and seen how progress has been 
made, by many individuals, and also groups of individuals, who have 
added value to products and services. They have made them better and 
better, and we are enjoying the benefits of this all the time. The concept 
of Value Creation, and of Value Addition, is to help make this a better 
world. I see the benefits right now in toilets I sometimes need to use—
where I do not pull the flush anymore (it’s automatic, when you finish 
using it); where you just put your hands below the tap and the water flows 
and put your hand under the soap dispenser and the soap flows in lim-
ited quantities; where you put your hands under the drier and in a few 
minutes you emerge from the washroom having touched nothing ex-
cept the door handle, to enter and to exit (there could have been an au-
tomatic door). No wonder there are so many books on Customer Value 
Creation—my co-author here, Gautam Mahajan, has written at least six of 
them. And that is all to the good. It is positive thinking—a movement to 
keep making this a better world.

Against this backdrop, we forget that there is also Customer Value 
Starvation and it is not as rare as many people believe. It is just that 
customers have become used to careless treatment; they have found that 
nothing happens even if they complain, and it is better to let things be 
and go on with the business of living. However, the levels of Customer 
Value Starvation are so high, if a proper survey is done, that we will make 
a mistake to just let it be. We need to deal with this issue with as much 
seriousness as Customer Value Creation. We can considerably increase 
Customer Value Creation if we create awareness and reduce Customer 
Value Starvation.
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It was last year that I had 
been invited to Goa to give a 
lecture at a national confer-
ence of some industry, and I 
was to go from Mumbai by 
the early morning flight and 
return by the evening flight 
the same day. I had booked a 
taxi to take me to the airport 
at 5 a.m. There was no sign of 
the taxi till 5.30 am. I tried to 
get them on the telephone, 
but they would not pick up 
the phone. So, I got into my 
own car and drove fast to the 
airport. The parking area was 
far from the airport, so I just 
parked the car on the roadside 
outside the Airport Building 
and rushed in. I was the last 
passenger to check in, thanks 
to the kind counter staff, who 
could have easily said “too 
late” (value creation here!). 
The day went through with-

out a hitch, and I left the hotel at 5 p.m. for the Goa airport. My hosts 
and the hotel staff helped me to put my bag in the boot of the car, and I 
was thinking about the problems I would have in Mumbai, with the risk 
I had taken to just leave the car on the roadside.

After I had checked in and was waiting for the flight, I got a call 
from the hotel that my bag had been mixed up with the bag of another 
visitor who had an identical design of bag. My bag was being sent to the 
airport, posthaste, and could I please retrieve the bag I had checked in 
and give it to the driver who would be there in half an hour. We went 
through the whole process, because fortunately there was enough time 
before the plane took off. And, I landed in Mumbai, to find that my car 

Galbraith describes customer 
centricity as a fundamental paradigm 
shift—away from the bias of the or-
ganization and its agents to operate 
on the side of the seller (i.e., itself ) 
in any transaction and toward oper-
ating “outside-in”—on meeting the 
needs of the users or purchasers of 
products or services. This approach 
to organizing people and work em-
beds many HR and OD best prac-
tices—including self-management, 
direct and frank communication, 
individual change agency, and team-
based decision-making—and places 
these qualities firmly in service of 
better outcomes for the end user, 
for the business, and for employee 
engagement.

Galbraith, J. R. 2005. Designing 
the Customer-Centric Organization: A 
Guide to Strategy, Structure, and Pro-
cess. New York: Wiley.
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was not where I had parked it. I had to go to the police to get a clearance, 
because they had spent an hour in the morning to check whether this car 
was loaded with bombs, directed at the airport. It is a long story of how I 
finally got it released, and drove home!

There were just two minor lapses. They were Customer Value Starva-
tion. But they created havoc through my day of travel. Both were easily 
avoidable. The first with more discipline. The company should ensure 
drivers wake up in time to do the assignment (as an example, the cab in 
Mumbai). The second, being careless, in not checking the room number 
details (I should have checked this also and not taken it for granted) be-
fore confidently loading the bag into the car.

Both showed deficiency in service. This is Customer Value Starvation, 
which will end in Value Destruction.

The more I looked around, the more I felt that there is a crying need for 
individuals and companies to be aware whether they are involving them-
selves in Customer Value Starvation, without being conscious of this. The 
purpose of this book is to create such awareness and thereby improve our 
service to the customer. This will make the effort to create Customer Value 
much more effective, than concentrating only on Customer Value Creation.

And implementing programs to prevent Customer Value Starvation 
as well as Customer Value Destruction will also be far more economical 
programs for Customer Value Creation. This will strengthen overall ef-
forts at improving Customer Value.

We could have given many more examples, and also from many more 
industries. However, we have kept the book brief, anecdotal, easy to 
read—enough to make one realize that the answer lies at that final point 
of customer contact supported by the back end. Unfortunately, this point 
is far removed from the power centers at the top of the company. Unless 
they occasionally step out and meet some of the crowd that helps the 
company make profits, such a change will not come about.

This book examines Customer Centricity and Customer Value Starva-
tion, in a folksy, anecdotal fashion and explains why in spite of what all 
business leaders know, they still do not get it.

They forget they too are customers. Perhaps, they should take a day a 
month where they are true customers of railways or banks or any private 
sector company and see how they are treated.
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• Many of them are doing things that do not impact customers in 
the right way, or

• They do not feel it is necessary to make customers happy…what
should they do? or

• They just do not notice what is happening. or
• Worse, they do not care.

The book brings the real world to their notice. It suggests what they 
should do.

• CEOs and executives should become more aware of what is 
happening.

• They need to bring awareness to customers that they are not alone.
• They need to suggest a way of improving: avoid Value Starvation 

and progress toward Customer Loyalty.

When people enter their offices, they don the executive hat. They 
take off their customer hat. This book will show how the customer hat 
and the executive hat can combine so that we all avoid Customer Value 
Starvation.

It is the principle of what Professor Kotler calls “Working toward the 
common good.”

This book therefore is also an appeal to top management to remember 
Peter Drucker’s maxim: “The only reason for the existence of the com-
pany is to create and keep a customer.”

xxviii PREFACE



Observations on Customer 
Value Starvation

by Winn Knight

Value Is a Currency

As a company, you have a profit and loss account with each of your custom-
ers. You invest money in them to build brand awareness, relationships, and 
loyalty and get them to buy your products and services—at a profit.

Your customers, on the other hand, invest their time, emotions, expe-
riences, and hard cash in you to obtain that product or service that will 
satisfy their needs, wants, and aspirations.

You both bring value to this transaction. It is inclusive and is built on 
the two essential characteristics of trust and commitment. And by deliver-
ing superior value, you will reap an equitable return on your investment.

I am honored and delighted to find myself among these two emi-
nent writers in marketing, to add a word…or two to Gautam Mahajan 
and Walter Vieira’s thought-provoking and practical book Customer Value 
Starvation Can Kill.

Customer Value Starvation leads to a slow death. Its pace is different 
for different companies and often not recognized until historical data and 
figures show the decline. The authors’ book, filled with practical examples 
and great insights into the real world, is a valuable reference during this 
unsettling period that is witnessing the demise of many companies—large 
and small.

You will recognize many examples in their book that will resonate 
with your own personal circumstances.

Value Drives Customer Profitability

Customers are the foundation of your business, and your values are the 
pillars that sustain and grow value for your stakeholders across the ever-
evolving Customer Economy, also known as the Me Economy.
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The important thing to remember is that people are people, irrespective 
of whether they are our employees, customers, society and shareholders 
or our friends and family. Their changing outlook on life has an impact 
on how we do business, how we build relationships, grow loyalty, and 
achieve profitability—and how we bring value to their daily lives.

Customers are not interested in how we deliver the value we promise 
them, what, when, where, or why, as long as they get what they want 
from us (or perceive that they get it), when they want it, especially when 
it comes to customer service, that is, when they are willing to pull out 
their wallets.

We are so busy managing our companies that we have forgotten our 
customers. And we are so busy changing the rules that we have forgotten 
how to play the game.

Radical changes are taking place—old, staid business processes are 
being reimagined and redesigned with both hard and soft, tangible and 
intangible values built into the customer journey—activating what is 
sometimes a completely new support chain of collaborators.

In this Age of Disruption, (or is it now Eternal Disruption), value 
creation for your stakeholders is the glue, that is, the key reason for you 
being in business.

Customer Value Starvation Can Kill is a well-written and easy to read 
book with a refreshing and inspirational outlook and important guidance 
on how not to starve your customers…or your profits.

I wish you well to read and enjoy it.
Winnifred Knight: Marketer at Large, South Africa.



SECTION 1

Understanding Value 
Terminology

In this book, we often write about value deprivation, value destruction, 
and value starvation. Sometimes there is an overlap between these terms, 
and sometimes destruction follows starvation. In the following pages we 
help you walk through the meanings and how these things happen.

Sometimes the opposite happens. We are positively and happily sur-
prised by a company. We get into the realm of value creation. Our aim 
in this book is to help convert you from causing value starvation and 
destruction to creating value.

Winn Knight from South Africa introduced me to the term Value 
Starvation. In my vocabulary, this is not as bad as value destruction but 
about half way there. Most of the time when customers are getting starved 
of value, the company does not even notice.

What causes Value Starvation?

1. The product or service may cause trouble to customers. This may not 
be obvious to the company executives. It may irritate a customer. It 
could mildly upset a customer.

2. What is important to the customers may not be important in the 
view of the executives. Unfortunately, those who notice Customer 
Value Starvation are mostly customers and can do nothing much to 
influence the company. Those that can influence the company are 
executives and employees of a company, but they do not notice or 
care about Customer Value Starvation.

The customer often thinks about the end result. The printer is just 
not a printer, but must connect to the internet and the computer, and 
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Bank of America

Try reaching the Bank of America. 
You can only send a complaint 
through their site, but only if it 
matches the drop down menu.

Anything different is not possible.
They say the way to get to some-

one is to call.
They give a number for those out-

side the United States to call collect. I 
was in Ireland when I had a problem. 
I tried calling collect and was told that 
this number does not accept collect 
calls. I finally tried calling direct and 
would hang up after 20–30 minutes 
of calling. I eventually got through 
but my problem was not solved.

should be easy to use and require no time and effort. To the printer 
company the printer is the main focus, not customer thinking!

3. The convenience of the company may be more important than the 
convenience of the customer. Or the company rules are rigid. Shep 
Hyken gives an example of standing in line at a fast-food restaurant. 
He was next to be served while the lady in front ordered breakfast. 
When his turn came, he ordered breakfast, and the girl at the coun-
ter said no breakfast after 10.30 a.m. It was 10.31 a.m. How rigid 
can you get? This is starvation too. Shep walked to the next restau-
rant at the mall. The first restaurant lost a customer.

Let’s examine someone trying to reach an executive in a company. 
There may or may not be a phone number or an e-mail address. Let’s as-
sume there is an e-mail address such as info@xyz.com. Let’s say you want 
to interview the CEO, and send a message. Perhaps there is no response 
as the e-mail is checked (if at all checked) by a junior executive.

This may not be obvious 
to the CX (customer experi-
ence) designer. Or his attitude 
could be, I am the gatekeeper, 
and so this message cannot 
go to the CEO. Or this mes-
sage is not important, and so 
he ignores it. This reminds 
me of an Indian company pa-
vilion at a trade fair, 30 years 
ago. It was difficult to get into 
the pavilion, because the in-
dian company did not want 
to be bothered with seem-
ingly inconsequential people. 
I entered another pavilion at 
the same trade fair of a very 
large company with open ac-
cess, because a person at the 
booth asked me to come in. 
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He turned out to be the CEO. 
He told me that they wanted 
people to come in and see 
what they had. That is why 
they were displaying at the 
fair. The reader can easily no-
tice the difference in attitude.

Many companies around 
the world are saying you can-
not contact us; only we can 
contact you. This is the case 
of the one-way contact.

Lastly, preventing people 
reaching your company exec-
utives is for the convenience 
of the company not the convenience of the customer. For example, you 
force a customer to put all his credentials in a mail (no e-mail address) 
through the website. Let’s assume the customer is told to make a call and, 
like me, is in India and making a call to the United States (it’s difficult 
with the 12-hour time difference, cost, etc.).

Many years ago, in an effective communication course the instructor said 
different employees are comfortable with different communication modes: 
some are comfortable with oral communication while others with written.

So if you insist all complaints be in writing, you will miss out on 
many who are more comfortable with oral communication.

Or if you like written complaints, would you put the complaint box 
so high that no one can reach it?

I know many of you think all this is trivial. But if we trivialize every-
thing, we will not change and not become more helpful. We will become 
wilful or unwilful value starvers.

Some reasons why executives are not customer centric even though 
they are CX experts is their training and background:

1. Functional thinking:
a. Being taught to be functional thinkers, in business schools and 

businesses
b. Everyone has a job, and silo thinking is inculcated

Once I complained about a credit 
card charge. They said they would 
look into it. A few days later, I real-
ized the charge was genuine. There 
was no way of letting them know ex-
cept via calling. I had the same prob-
lems of calling from India. I finally 
gave up.

Three months later, they came to 
me with many pages of paper prov-
ing the charge was genuine. What a 
waste of time, all due to Customer 
Value Starvation!
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2. No clear Customer Strategy. This leads to the following:
a. The pursuit of profit, fueled by short-term results
b. Not wearing their customer hat and wearing the company hat
c. Thinking the company is not human, so the company does not 

need to appear human—It is an it
d. Not geared toward problem solution

Functional thinking goes against the grain of Customer Value Cre-
ation. Why? Because, one is taught to do the defined job and not go 
outside the boundaries and create value. Very few people are able to cre-
ate value in this circumstance as boundaries of their empowerment are 

defined and controlled. This 
is how silo thinking comes in.

Creating a customer strat-
egy prevents all this. This 
assumes a proper customer 
strategy designed from the 
customer’s viewpoint. That 
means thinking like the cus-
tomer. Stop thinking like the 
company. Believe the com-
pany good and the customer 
good are similar and are not 
disassociated (or nonmis-
cible). Do not hide behind 
the fact that a company is 
supposed to be a nonhuman 
entity in law. Therefore, you 
believe you can hide behind 
the company’s rules. Then 
you tell customers this is our 
rule, or did you not know our 
rules. Your biggest customers 
dictate their rules to you. You 
dictate your rules to whom-
ever you can.

The Lowest Common 
Denominator

One would expect that foreign com-
panies with highly touted service 
norms and quality would set a trend 
in India for better service and cus-
tomer centricity.

Unfortunately, the bulk of the 
contribution is in terms of nicer look-
ing offices, better salaries, but the ser-
vice standards have slid to where their 
Indian competitors are. It seems as if 
companies are trying to get away with 
the bare minimum, so that, hopefully 
they are no worse than the Indian 
competitors. It is as if there is a quest 
to reach the lowest common denomi-
nator, and not achieve the highest ser-
vice standards. Ray Kordupleski called 
the best of the people who reached the 
Lowest Common Denominator “the 
cream of the crap.”

Gautam Mahajan
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This is surely not right.
Lastly, problem solution outside the ones you have defined is not nec-

essary. And so the customer gets starved of value.
Here are a few examples:
Citibank: I overpaid by a considerable amount on my Citibank Card. 

I wanted a refund for the overpayment. After 3 months of calling and 
writing to the grievance officer (who never deigned to reply), and likewise 
no response from the ombudsman, I got a call from someone in Chennai, 
wanting me to tell her my card number and my pin, which I refused to 
do. She said how I could expect a refund without giving her the informa-
tion, which Citibank says is information we should never divulge. She 
then said I would have to tell her how I had paid the bill, by check or 
bank transfer, which bank, and so on.

I said call back for this in-
formation, and I never got a 
call. (Remember the system: 
The bank can call you but you 
cannot call them.)

I gave up and quickly 
started to spend the money so 
that I would not need a refund 
(something Citi was hoping 
I would do in the first place, 
and drove me to it). Is this 
Value Starvation or Value Cre-
ation and for whom?

HP Ink: I bought the ink 
cartridge via HP home deliv-
ery. It did not work; so I called 
their service center to get a re-
fund or replacement. They said I would have to bring the ink cartridge to 
their office because defective part requires us to bring it back personally 
to their office, negating a home delivery system. Next time I bought from 
Nehru Place in Delhi, and again the cartridge was defective…had to take 
it to the HP office, and they said exchange in 3 days. Four weeks went by 
before I got a replacement.

Most firms are great when things are 
going right, but try to get them to 
rectify a problem. That is an omigosh 
proposition for them.

Gautam Mahajan

Companies are set up to sometimes
solve your problem, but they do not 
correct the systemic problem: It is 
the Not My Job syndrome, or worse, 
I don’t care syndrome. Thus, the next 
customer has to face the same prob-
lem …

Gautam Mahajan


