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PROLOGUE

If you want to understand customers, start by thinking like a detective.

I’ve long believed the art of understanding what customers want and why they do what they do has much in common with how a detective goes about solving a mystery. Customers are endlessly surprising, often acting in ways that don’t seem to make sense and presenting, for a time at least, a mystery to be solved. A market mystery, if you will. When this happens, the best response is to look around for clues about what’s going on—by talking to people, observing them, gathering data, identifying patterns, and drawing out insights that suggest the right next step.

Just like a detective.

Solid market detective skills are more needed than ever, and not just by people in specialized research departments. The maxim “The customer is boss” has become only more urgent as the digital revolution, social media, expanding choices, and 24/7 connectivity have empowered consumers and heightened their expectations for any experience with a product, company, or brand. This means nearly everyone—including those working in executive leadership, marketing, product development, sales, customer service, and even departments such as HR or finance—needs to be constantly attuned to what customers want today and in the future.

What’s surprising, then, is the absence of an effective approach to cracking market mysteries that anyone can learn and apply in a wide variety of situations. To be sure, powerful methods exist within the confines of market research (or, increasingly, data science) departments. But they are too specialized to be useful to most people working in the business world. More fundamentally, the result is often a deluge of data and analysis that, however sophisticated it may appear, falls short of the insights needed to truly improve customers’ lives.

My goal with The Secret Lives of Customers is to fill this gap by teaching a language, method, and mindset that equips anyone to understand the customers they serve (or want to serve). At its heart is the simple but profound idea that what drives customer behavior is the existence of important, unsatisfied “jobs” they are looking to get done. When these jobs arise, people look around for the best products, services, or experiences to “hire” to solve for them. Therefore, the top priority of any aspiring market detective should be learning how to discover, understand, and solve for these jobs.

This book shows you how through two very different parts:

• Part I, “The Case of the Disappearing Customers,” is a story about a leadership team confronted with a “market mystery” that threatens the future of their organization. Although fictional, it’s highly representative of real-world challenges faced by most organizations today. The skills and tools of the market detective are illustrated as the plot unfolds, and you see how solving a market mystery actually develops from beginning to end.

• Part II, “Becoming a Market Detective,” steps out of the story and explains in more detail the concepts, techniques, and tools used to “crack the case,” including how they can be applied to a wide range of real-world situations.


My hope is that you will find this book both useful and enjoyable, whether you work through it individually or with a team. And I hope it helps you to solve your own market mysteries, whatever they may be.

David Scott Duncan






PART I

The Case of the Disappearing Customers

The day the Mayor disappeared was the day Cate Forrest knew she had a big problem.

Ed Amato had been a regular at the Tazza Cafe ever since Cate launched it twelve years earlier. Every Saturday morning and most weekdays he’d amble into Tazza’s main Boston location just as it opened, greet the familiar baristas, and perch on the same high seat at the long coffee bar. Though he invariably carried the daily paper, not once in twelve years had anyone seen him open it. He preferred to spend his time talking—with the staff, other regulars, people just passing through—anyone within earshot. His zest for conversation and genuine curiosity about people made him instantly likable, and his habit of making everyone feel welcome earned him the affectionate nickname “the Mayor.”

As Cate’s company grew, Ed was there at all the important milestones. At the one-year anniversary he was the first to toast the team, raising his favorite coffee mug in Tazza’s honor. When Cate opened her second location, Ed came for the ribbon cutting, joking that he’d need to spend some time there to break the place in. He was there at each subsequent opening, including the most recent, the fourteenth. And Cate had expected Ed would be part of the celebration after Tazza completed an initial public offering—an IPO—in two months’ time and raised the funding to go national.

But then, one Saturday morning in early April, Ed disappeared.

At first everyone assumed he was out of town. Even Ed, they reasoned, must have a life outside Tazza. But when he didn’t appear the next day, or the following week, the close-knit cafe community became concerned. Regulars grilled the head barista, James Finley. Was Ed sick? Did he have an accident? But James was as surprised as anyone and had no answers. Ed’s disappearance was so noteworthy that James brought it up in his weekly planning meeting with Cate.

“Ed’s gone,” James announced as he walked into her office.

Cate looked up from a stack of legal documents with a worried expression.

“Is he OK?”

“I guess so. He hasn’t been in for two weeks. Everyone’s been asking about him, but no one knew anything… until yesterday.” James hesitated, reluctant to share the news. “Harriet saw him rushing out of the Second Street Stella’s after lunch. When she called his name, he crossed the street and rushed away. Harriet thinks he was avoiding her. She swears he looked guilty.”

“Stella’s! He should feel guilty. Going to that generic chain.”

Cate took a moment to process this news, then sighed. “Terrible timing. Have you seen where our quarterly numbers are heading?”

James nodded with a frown. As head barista, he was close enough to daily operations to sense where sales were trending, and it was in the wrong direction.

With only two months before the IPO, Cate knew every market signal would be scrutinized—especially by Tazza’s bankers. They were eager to pitch Tazza as a growth story with nearly unlimited potential given its fanatical fan base and small regional presence. But as much as bankers are prone to positive spin, Cate knew any bad news would impact the valuation and could even threaten the IPO.

Lost in thought, Cate let her gaze drift around the room and alight on the two most inspirational pictures in her office. The first was of her two toddlers, Sophie and Jack, working with endearing concentration to create a sculpture on the beach near their New England home while her husband watched over and beamed with pride. The second was of Cate standing next to her best friend, Emma, in front of a small cafe in Florence, Italy, holding the napkin on which they’d sketched out the original idea for Tazza.

Making a decision, she picked up a package of marketing material she’d been studying earlier that morning, looking for the contact number. “Alex Baker & Co., Market Detectives,” it read at the top, with the tagline “Don’t let your customers remain a mystery.” Unusual branding, Cate thought, but the firm had been recommended by her board chairman and old family friend, Ethan Raynor, and she trusted his judgment. And she knew she was running out of time.

“Well, as I always say, ‘If you want to do something different, you have to do something different.’”

She picked up the phone and called the number.
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