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By FORREST  CARDAMENIS

Formal listening programs are effective but heavily underutilized, according to new research by the Shullman
Research Center.

Only 25 percent of polled executives have implemented listening programs, but more than two-thirds say it has had a
significant impact. Running a business requires big-picture thinking and considering growth from several different
angles, but brands must not lose sight of the consumer in the process.

"Listening to luxury consumers really pays, and the truly organized listening programs deliver increased revenue,
expense and efficiency savings, more marketing opportunities as well as enhanced profits," said Bob Shullman,
founder/CEO of the Shullman Research Center.

"If an organization doesn't formally listen to its consumers, it may be doing or delivering something that increases
its expenses that its  customers or prospects don't value and could be eliminated without affecting anyone, thereby
increasing the organization's profits," he said.

All  earsAll  ears

Shullman Research Center collaborated with the Luxury Marketing Council and Peppercom to create a survey for C-
suite executives in the luxury business about the implementation and effectiveness of formal "listening" programs.
The results were presented at SenseUp Marketing Forum in New York on April 14 at a summit focused on bringing
each of the five senses into marketing.

Asked whether they had formal listening programs, only 25 percent responded in the affirmative. Among that subset,
90 percent reported their staff personally interacts with customers and prospects and 88 percent research customer
prospects and needs. The listening program also extended educating or rewarding customers (71 percent) and
integrating distribution channels (41 percent).
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Among these executives, one said that it "brought to our attention areas for consideration not previously
considered." Taking it a step further, another said, "It actually is the basis for our strategy."

Fifty-one percent of C-level executives say that their formal listening program has had "a major impact," on the
brand, while an additional 17 percent go so far as to say they owe success to their program. Only 2 percent of
respondents claimed a listening program had no effect, while 86 percent said they made changes to their
organization based on the results.

Comparatively, informal programs were less successful, while those that reported results directly to top executives
led to benefits for the consumers first. Benefits to the consumer then translate to higher revenue and more efficient
and cost-effective operations.

At the end of the day, the biggest thing that draws a consumer to a brand is that the brand offers, in product, service
and more intangible dimensions, what the consumer wants. By opening up to exactly what the customer wants, a
brand stands to ensure it does not lose her to a competitor racing ahead and stands to bring in new ones as well.

Customer-first mindset
Similarly, as marketers look to effectively appeal to consumers, a strategy that takes all five senses into
consideration is the best approach, according to a December 2015 report by Shullman Research Center.

Sight may be the most important sense, ranked highest by 84 percent of consumers, but the other four also play a
major role in consumers' purchasing decisions and perception of a brand. Luxury brands in particular should take
note of the senses outside of sight, as luxury buyers have less of a focus on sight than those who do not indulge in
luxury (see story).

Similarly, other reports have shown that focusing on connecting with consumers and building relationships rather
than putting sales first will lead to higher revenue in the long run.

Besides empowering sales associates to build relationships first and then let sales arise naturally rather than push
hard for sales right away, and independent, trustworthy outsiders need to become a part of the service model,
according to the Luxury Institute.

When sales associates are trained in workshops, the share of associates that use the best practices after six months
is a mere 10 percent. With ongoing support and weekly training sessions of half an hour to an hour, the number
jumps to 95 percent (see story).

"If an organization doesn't formally listen, it very likely will not find out about innovations or changes its customers
or prospects would potentially value and gladly pay for that would increase its revenues and profits if the changes
were made," Mr. Shullman said. "Either way, not formally listening to customers and prospects, we believe, is not a
smart organizational practice."
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