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To create brilliant 
experiences, we work hard 
to understand what ‘brilliant’ 
means to customers 
around the world
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Achieving a world-class 
customer experience is a 
transformational journey
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This is the fourth annual assessment of the quality 
of customer experiences as delivered by the UK’s top 
companies.

During October 7,500 customers were asked to rate 
their experiences with over 250 brands and to explain 
the rationale behind their scores. The resulting league 
table is based on an index that reflects the performance 
of these brands across multiple experience dimensions 
and then the influence these scores have on future 
behavioural intentions e.g. advocacy and re-purchase 
loyalty.

HIGHLIGHTS

// John Lewis is rated as the highest performing 
company in the UK. Consumers praised their service, 
staff knowledge and the ability to move easily between 
channels.

// The importance of reputation as a driver of advocacy 
and loyalty was underlined by its impact on the scores 
of Amazon (dropped to 4th following three years as 
number 1), Co-operative Bank (dropped out of the top 
100 from 26th last year) and Starbucks (dropped out of 
the top 100).

// Overall there was no change in the mean score across 
all of the brands evaluated. This suggests that even 
with the intense focus on customer experience, some 
brands are improving exponentially and other are falling 
behind. This is to be expected in the challenging and 
ever evolving customer experience industry. 

// There are some brands however who have “cracked 
the code”, and are making major leaps forward notably 
Butlins, QVC, Tesco Mobile and Giff Gaff.

// Traditional British brands such as British Airways, 
Nationwide, Mothercare and Argos all showed significant 
improvements.

// Owner managed brands such as Giff Gaff, Laithwaites, 
Lush, Richer Sounds and Specsavers are all converging 
on the top 20. They are distinguished by highly 
knowledgeable and passionate staff.

// Outside of the top 100 NatWest and Barclays have 
made substantial progress as they rebuild their image. 
As have the brands of Shop Direct Group, (Very, ISME 
and Littlewoods) as they complete their transition from 
catalogue distributor to online retailer.
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The Nunwood Centre of Customer Experience 
Excellence continues to pursue its mission of 
identifying and codifying best practice in the field of 
customer experience. 

Over the past four years the evolving research 
programme has expanded to include evaluations of 
brands across the US and Australia as well as the UK.

The centre is designed to highlight not just which 
companies deliver the best experiences, but most 
importantly how they do this. It is a repository for 
all that is good in creating world-class customer 
experiences.

It has at its core a huge database of customer feedback 
on specific brands; more than one million customer 
statements. From these we have used advanced text 
analytic techniques to derive and then statistically 
validate the six most important factors that customers 
talk about when it comes to great experiences.

We call these factors “The Six Pillars” they provide 
the measurement criteria for quantitatively assessing 
how customers rate an experience and are valid across 
sectors and geographies.

The Six Pillars are:
// Personalisation
// Resolution
// Integrity
// Valuing customers time and effort
// Expectations
// Empathy

We use these pillars to better understand customer 
perceptions of value and the key drivers of loyalty and 
advocacy.

The Six Pillars based metric has been statistically proven 
to have strong influence over both advocacy and loyalty 
and thus greater explanatory and diagnostic power over 
the factors that drive commercial success.

The Six Pillars are interconnected and interdependent; 
they rely on a cumulative impact for success. You cannot 
personalise without empathy or valuing the customer’s 
time, you cannot be trustworthy unless you accurately 
set and meet expectations and fix things when they go 
wrong. 

The organisations that excel are those that manage this 
interconnectedness better than their competitors.

The Nunwood Customer 
Experience Excellence 
Centre
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// THE 2013 CEEC TOP 10

HIGHLIGHTS

// John Lewis achieves first place by maintaining their high score from last year. Respondents continue to be highly 
satisfied with their service across multiple channels.

// QVC is new to the Top 100 (in previous years responses failed to meet the minimum required for inclusion in the table). 
Customers being delighted with the “excellent service”, “great value” and the “helpful, pleasant call centre staff”. 

// First Direct continues to maintain their scores from previous years and move up to third. With fans rather than 
customers, First Direct’s service levels continue to set the gold standard for financial services. 

// Having led the table for three years, Amazon falls to fourth position. Respondents cited adverse publicity on the 
payment of UK taxes as well as the performance of delivery companies for their lower scores. 

// Moving up to fifth position, Virgin Atlantic’s end-to-end service sets them apart from other airlines. From booking to 
flying to arriving at the destination customers feel the service is exceptional.

// M&S Food remains in sixth place and is joined in the top ten by its parent company, M&S, at number nine. The food 
halls are the place to go for something special; great value coupled with high quality. The parent stores similarly being 
singled out for range, choice and value.

// Ocado and Lush remain in the top ten with high scores driven by both staff service and being ultra-responsive to 
customer needs.
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// THE 2013 CEE TOP 10
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// THE ONES TO WATCH

COMMENTARY

// Shop Direct Group (ISME and Very) is skilfully 
developing the customer experience across their 
brands. With a huge internal focus on service which 
also drives staff reward customers are noticing the 
difference. “Great products, easy service wide choice, 
prompt online response and monthly payments” (ISME 
customer).

// Megabus is felt to be incredible value. Peaceful 
journeys that arrive on time at ultra low prices. “If you 
tell your inner snob to shut up for a moment, it can’t be 
denied that the Megabus is an absolute bargain”.

// Butlins has invested financially in high quality hotels 
and emotionally in the values and behaviours of their 
staff. The original Butlins mantra was “our true intent is 
all for your delight”, this still guides staff today. “My son 
adores it there, I know he is safe they take child security 
very seriously. It is always spotlessly clean and the 
staff always prepared to go one step further. They even 
arranged one year to get me replacement medication 
when I left it at home and was in a right state”.

// Hastings Direct has put an enormous focus on the 
quality of service it provides and now it is beginning to pay 
dividends as each year sees an improvement. “Fantastic 
company to deal with - made a claim in 2012, easy and 
no issues. They carefully explained the no claims bonus 
reduction and have sought to keep my premiums low 
and keep me as a customer”.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

// Culture and climate are the foundation stones of 
great experiences. Experiences are delivered through 
people; the above companies are focusing on creating 
a culture and climate that starts with meeting all of the 
customer’s needs, emotional, rational and transactional 
and then replicating this across channels. 

// Customer experience has many moving parts the key 
is an integrated approach across a business. It demands 
an intense focus over the long term. It has to be kept on 
everyone’s daily agenda.

// This requires customer experience to be woven 
into the fabric of the company, reward, performance 
management and planning.
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THIS TABLE IS DERIVED FROM ALL THE BRANDS EVALUATED, NOT JUST THE TOP 100.
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// THE ONES TO WATCH TOP 10 
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// VALUE

COMMENTARY

// Giff Gaff is something of an anomaly in the field of 
mobile communications. A SIM-only provider with no 
high street presence, it is entirely focused on delivering 
best value. A quirky company Giff Gaff say you are not a 
customer – you are a member of the family. Members of 
the Giff Gaff family save considerable amounts on their 
purchases and receive rewards for promoting services 
and contributing to their on-line care. The concept of 
membership, being part of something, is a powerful one 
and for Giff Gaff it leads to a highly engaged and hugely 
active online community.

// Drawing its name from a Scottish phrase for mutual 
giving, this community is encouraged to share ideas, 
potential rewards and price plans via forums. Many 
unique selling points and technical developments are 
credited to members. Points are given for introductions, 
help and participation. The Giff Gaff Payback Scheme 
then enables members to utilise their accumulated 
points for further savings and discounts.

// Giff Gaff gives back to their members through savings 
- cutting away costs that their rivals have to cover 
such as physical stores, customer services teams and 
commission to handset manufacturers. Fundamental 
to its success has been the unique way they have put 
customers at the very centre of their business.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

// Many great companies have successfully used the 
concept of membership to enhance the customers 
experience (e.g. American Express). Giff Gaff has 
brought a new, fresh 21st century approach to the 
concept. The notion of a common sense of purpose with 
your customers is a powerful one.

// Likewise Aldi has redefined value by stripping away 
the brand premium, the costs of presentation and is 
palpably focused on the obvious delivery of value.

// Unlike some discount airlines the companies in the 
table have found ways of delivering best value without 
making their customers feel like second class citizens.

THE CONSUMER VIEW OF VALUE IS A COMPLEX ONE, SPANNING PRICE, UTILITY AND PRACTICALITY. AS SUCH, 
VALUE IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN COST AND THE IMPLICIT OR EXPLICIT BENEFITS PROVIDED AT THAT COST.

RESEARCH CONDUCTED INTO THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PRICE AND EXPERIENCE SHOWS THAT HIGH qUALITY 
EXPERIENCES REDUCE PRICE SENSITIVITY. THE ORGANISATIONS THAT COMBINE LOWEST PRICE AND HIGH 
qUALITY DO EXCEPTIONALLY WELL IN THIS YEAR’S SURVEY.
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// VALUE TOP 10 
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// PERSONALISATION

COMMENTARY

// There is little doubt that Amazon has led the way 
with personalisation. Jeff Bezos’s original vision for the 
recommendation engine was that it would be like a “soul 
mate”; someone who seemed to know you as well as 
you know yourself. Finding new things to surprise and 
delight through knowing you better than the competition.

// First Direct has learnt how to personalise the 
experience in a different way. Customer-attuned 
passionate staff that are able to make each customer 
feel like an individual. “I know it can’t be the case but 
every time I ring First Direct, it feels like they know me”.

// John Lewis likewise has staff that invest time in really 
understanding what a customer needs and finding ways 
of satisfying those needs very precisely.

// Tesco mobile similarly has staff that want to give 
advice rather than earn sales commission.

// Lush have staff that are well practised in diagnostic 
skills. They also invest time in really understanding the 
customer, their beauty regime and any skin conditions 
before making a recommendation. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS

// To personalise the experience you have to know the 
customer at a fundamental level. Whether face to face 
or online you first establish an emotional connection 
by showing an interest in what the customer wants and 
needs.

// Amazon gives lie to the popular opinion that you 
cannot establish an emotional connection via web site 
- the feedback from Amazon customers is consistently 
couched in emotional terms.

// Personalising an experience is not rocket science; it 
starts with seeing each customer as an individual, using 
their name to emphasise that and then using diagnostic 
discovery techniques to identify the best product for 
their needs.

USING INDIVIDUALISED ATTENTION TO DRIVE AN EMOTIONAL CONNECTION.

PERSONALISATION INVOLVES DEMONSTRATING THAT YOU UNDERSTAND THE CUSTOMER’S SPECIFIC NEEDS AND 
CIRCUMSTANCES AND WILL ADAPT THE EXPERIENCE ACCORDINGLY. USE OF NAME, INDIVIDUALISED ATTENTION, 
KNOWLEDGE OF PREFERENCES AND PAST INTERACTIONS ALL ADD UP TO AN EXPERIENCE THAT FEELS PERSONAL. 
IT MAKES THE CUSTOMER FEEL IMPORTANT AND VALUED AND BEGINS TO BUILD AN EMOTIONAL CONNECTION.
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// PERSONALISATION TOP 10 
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// TIME & EFFORT

COMMENTARY

// Amazon has pioneered the concept that the “best 
service is no service - when everything just works”. 
Using process improvement techniques from the 1980s 
quality movement, Amazon has systematically identified 
and removed every impediment that is likely to get in 
the way of customer satisfaction. From a commercial 
perspective this has also increased conversion rates. 
Clever personalised recommendations and one click 
ordering leads to spontaneous satisfaction.

// QVC saves customers time in a different way - no need 
to travel to the shops: see it on TV today wear it / use it 
tomorrow.

// Almost without exception First Direct customers cite 
the ability to get through to an agent straight-away as a 
major benefit.

// M&S and M&S Food respondents refer to the  
co-location of related items - making it easier to 
assemble an outfit or dinner or both!

KEY TAKEAWAYS

// Research has shown that UK consumers hate ringing 
call centres so they start their interaction from a 
position of negativity. In addition, research from Harvard 
University has shown that when humans are required 
to wait (e.g. in a queue) we tend to dwell on problems 
or things that are worrying us. So a call to a contact 
centre that involves using an IVR machine, then waiting 
for an available agent whist being told that “your call is 
important to us” incurs a double whammy. First Direct 
uses this to its advantage.

// The removal of impediments to the customer 
experience requires deep knowledge of the customer 
journey. Designing out unnecessary steps saves costs, 
will likely increase conversion rates and will deliver 
happier customers.

// Finding ways of improving the speed of delivery, 
such as Kindle, are increasingly becoming sources of 
competitive advantage.

VALUING THE CUSTOMERS’ TIME - MINIMISING CUSTOMER EFFORT AND CREATING FRICTIONLESS PROCESSES.

CUSTOMERS ARE TIME POOR AND INCREASINGLY LOOKING FOR INSTANT GRATIFICATION.  REMOVING 
UNNECESSARY OBSTACLES, IMPEDIMENTS AND BUREAUCRACY TO ENABLE THE CUSTOMER TO ACHIEVE 
THEIR OBJECTIVES qUICKLY AND EASILY HAVE BEEN SHOWN TO INCREASE LOYALTY. MANY COMPANIES ARE 
DISCOVERING HOW TO USE TIME AS A SOURCE OF COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE.
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// TIME & EFFORT TOP 10 
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// EXPECTATIONS

COMMENTARY

// Virgin Atlantic has been able to reposition the flight 
not as a means to an end, but the start of your holiday 
experience. It has cleverly tapped into all of those positive 
emotions about going on holiday and set an expectation 
of “brilliant basics and magic moments”.

// Similarly Emirates has thought through the different 
emotional journeys its customers might be making 
as well as the physical one. It is evident in the way it 
deals with different types of passengers from those with 
children (free strollers at airports) to those travelling 
First or Business Class (direct access from the lounge 
to the aircraft). These little touches are not expected and 
they surprise and delight.

// John Lewis’s price commitment of “never knowingly 
undersold” sets a clear and reassuring expectation for 
its customers.

// First Direct’s customers know any issues will be dealt 
with personally by the person they speak to and that the 
individual will make it their responsibility to resolve the 
issue to the customer’s satisfaction.

// Amazon’s recommendation engine is unique in being 
able to find things that customers were not expecting to 
find at the outset of their purchase journey but find their 
expectations exceeded when they do.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

// The accurate setting of expectations and then 
delivering against that expectation is part art and part 
science.  Increasingly companies are promoting their 
willingness to incur penalties when they fail to meet the 
expectation they set. Green Flag for example reduces 
the price of next year’s policy if it fails to get to you within 
the one hour expectation it sets.

// Our work in the US has shown the importance of 
matching advertising to the actual experience - over 
claiming and under delivering leads to failure.

MANAGING, MEETING AND EXCEEDING CUSTOMER EXPECTATIONS.

CUSTOMERS HAVE NEEDS AND THEY ALSO HAVE EXPECTATIONS ABOUT HOW THOSE NEEDS WILL BE DELIVERED. 
CUSTOMER SATISFACTION IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN EXPECTATION AND ACTUAL DELIVERY. UNDERSTANDING, 
DELIVERING AND IF POSSIBLE EXCEEDING EXPECTATIONS IS A KEY SKILL OF GREAT ORGANISATIONS. SOME 
ORGANISATIONS ARE ABLE TO MAKE STATEMENTS OF CLEAR INTENT THAT SET EXPECTATIONS (E.G. NEVER 
KNOWINGLY UNDERSOLD”) OTHERS SET THE EXPECTATION ACCURATELY (“DELIVERY IN 48 HOURS”) AND THEN 
DELIGHT THE CUSTOMER WHEN THEY EXCEED IT.
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// EXPECTATIONS TOP 10 
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// INTEGRITY

COMMENTARY

// Many respondents talk about the John Lewis / 
Waitrose business model. Ownership by staff generates 
pride in delivery and an environment that engenders 
trust. John Lewis’s on-going commitment to its slogan 
“never knowingly undersold” despite the difficult 
commercial climate is a trust building activity. One 
respondent described how they did in fact find an item 
cheaper elsewhere and informed John Lewis to find that 
days later the price in their local John Lewis store had 
been reduced.

// QVC is an example of how consistency builds trust. 
Meeting delivery dates and quality claims resonates 
strongly with its consumers. They know they can trust 
the claims made for the products they see advertised. 
The QVC presentational style on TV is described by 
respondents as “more like an old friend advising you of 
something you might find useful than someone trying to 
sell you something”.

// Virgin Atlantic also delivers on the promise. Friendly 
staff, great in-flight entertainment and an outstanding 
safety record. When the viral complaint letter on the 
quality of meals on its flights from India broke – Sir 
Richard Branson was immediately visible inviting the 
writer to help them improve things. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS

// Behavioural economics teaches us that we trust 
people we like, and we are more likely to purchase 
an item when we receive informed advice from an 
expert. The ability to build rapport therefore is critical 
in creating trust. For John Lewis it is the friendly staff 
that are likeable, knowledgeable and professional that 
shows behavioural economics in action.

// This phenomenon is also present in the QVC 
experience. Likeable “trust creating” presenters.

// It is the small things that erode trust – such as being 
told that you will be put on hold for a minute only for 
10 minutes to pass. If you can’t trust them on the small 
things how can you trust them on the big things?

BEING TRUSTWORTHY AND ENGENDERING TRUST.

TRUST IS AN OUTCOME OF CONSISTENT ORGANISATIONAL BEHAVIOUR THAT DEMONSTRATES TRUSTWORTHINESS. 
THERE ARE TRUST BUILDING EVENTS WHERE ORGANISATIONS HAVE THE NEED TO PUBLICLY REACT TO A 
DIFFICULT SITUATION, AND TRUST BUILDING MOMENTS WHERE INDIVIDUAL ACTIONS BY STAFF ADD UP TO 
CREATE TRUST IN THE ORGANISATION AS A WHOLE. HOWEVER FOR OUR RESPONDENTS IT IS THE DEGREE TO 
WHICH THE ORGANISATION DELIVERS ON THE PROMISE THAT IS TOP OF MIND.
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// INTEGRITY TOP 10 
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// RESOLUTION

COMMENTARY

// John Lewis’s approach to “heroic recovery” wins it 
many fans. It rewards employees that find new and 
innovative ways of putting things right for customers. 
When a store is out of stock, staff make every possible 
effort to get the product to the customer as quickly as 
possible.

// For Amazon the focus is on putting the customer 
back in the position they would have been in, had 
nothing gone wrong, as quickly and as efficiently as 
possible. This is regardless of whether the fault was 
the companies or not. Amazon stands fully behind its 
customer relationship regardless of who is responsible 
for delivery in its value chain. 

// Likewise M&S led the no quibble returns approach. 
Doubtless there are those that have abused this - but 
for the customers that M&S values, it’s a vital part of 
the brand promise. QVC follow the same practice with 
similar levels of customer loyalty.

// Ocado empowers its delivery drivers to put things 
right for the customer. Breakages, non-satisfactory 
substitutions can all be rectified by the driver at point of 
contact with the customer.

// Laithwaites has a simple motto “if you’re not happy 
with a bottle don’t pay for it”.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

// Its long being cited that putting things right brilliantly 
for a customer can leave them more loyal than before. 
For the companies listed above their brand promise is 
critical and they protect it at all costs. But they recognise 
that from time to time things will go wrong, the measure 
then is how quickly and how well they put it right.

// These organisations prevent complaints before they 
happen and leave the customer feeling good in the 
process.

TURNING A POOR EXPERIENCE INTO A GREAT ONE.

CUSTOMER RECOVERY IS HIGHLY IMPORTANT. EVEN WITH THE BEST PROCESSES AND PROCEDURES THINGS WILL 
GO WRONG. GREAT COMPANIES HAVE A PROCESS THAT NOT ONLY PUTS THE CUSTOMER BACK IN THE POSITION 
THEY SHOULD HAVE BEEN IN AS RAPIDLY AS POSSIBLE, BUT ALSO MAKE THE CUSTOMER FEEL REALLY GOOD 
ABOUT THE EXPERIENCE. A SINCERE APOLOGY AND ACTING WITH URGENCY ARE TWO CRUCIAL ELEMENTS OF 
SUCCESSFUL RESOLUTION.
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// RESOLUTION TOP 10 
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// EMPATHY

COMMENTARY

// QVC understands the unique sales psychology of the 
teleshopping environment. Its approach is centred on 
authenticity of message and letting customers know 
it understands the everyday frustrations they face. 
Presenters are trained to be empathetic. 

// Empathy is at the core of John Lewis’s approach. One 
customer describes how a handle had given way when 
lifting a hot kettle. On returning to the store the first 
question the employee asked was “are you OK?” After 
ensuring the customer hadn’t been hurt they replaced 
the kettle and paid for the customer’s costs of getting to 
the store. Their first instinct was for the customer.

// A Waitrose respondent described how when searching 
for a particular ingredient a staff member asked if she 
could help – when the ingredient couldn’t be found, the 
staff member asked what recipe the ingredient was for 
and then said her mother makes that recipe but uses a 
different ingredient – she takes out her cell phone calls 
her mother and identifies the best substitute ingredient.

// One respondent described how her teenage son had 
been robbed in New York and lost all of his money and his 
passport. On telling Virgin Atlantic two Virgin employees 
met with him in New York, sorted out a temporary 
passport with the British Consulate, put him aboard a 
plane to Heathrow, First Class, then took him home in 
a limousine.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

// To create empathy an organisation has to genuinely 
care about its customers. This has to be reflected 
through its values and culture.

// Research by Manchester Business School has shown 
that empathy - or more precisely the lack of it - is the 
dominant factor in eroding customer satisfaction with 
UK firms.

// QVC shows that empathy is not an emotional gene - 
but a skill that can be taught.

// Enlightened organisations such as John Lewis reward 
their staff for going the extra mile for customers and 
empower their staff to make decisions that increase 
customer confidence in the organisation.

// Empathy and empowerment are a powerful 
combination.

ACHIEVING AN UNDERSTANDING OF THE CUSTOMER’S CIRCUMSTANCES TO DRIVE DEEP RAPPORT.

EMPATHY IS THE ART OF LETTING THE CUSTOMER KNOW THAT YOU CAN GENUINELY UNDERSTAND WHAT IT 
IS LIKE TO BE IN THEIR SHOES. EMPATHY CREATING BEHAVIOURS ARE CENTRAL TO ESTABLISHING A STRONG 
RELATIONSHIP AND INVOLVE REFLECTING BACK TO THE CUSTOMER THAT YOU KNOW HOW THEY FEEL. THEN 
GOING THAT ONE EXTRA STEP BECAUSE YOU UNDERSTAND HOW THEY FEEL.
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// EMPATHY TOP 10 



CUSTOMER
EXPERIENCE
EXCELLENCE
CENTRE

THE CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE EXCELLENCE CENTRE 
IS DEDICATED TO HELPING ORGANISATIONS DELIVER 
BRILLIANT CUSTOMER EXPERIENCES. OVER THE 
PAST FOUR YEARS, MORE THAN 750,000 CONSUMER 
EVALUATIONS HAVE BEEN COLLECTED AND 
ANALYSED TO BUILD A RESOURCE SUPPORTING THE 
CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE COMMUNITY.

HOW CAN I TAKE THIS FURTHER?

Not one of the top performing brands? Request more 
information about your organisation’s position and what 
you need to do to improve.

Arrange a consultation to discuss the detailed insights 
from the latest wave and what this means for your 
organisation. 

Not included in the Customer Experience Excellence 
Centre? Request your organisation’s participation in the 
next wave of research.

There is no fee for any of the above services.

Disclaimer: The above services are offered entirely at 
Nunwood’s discretion and any interest expressed is no 
guarantee of contact or provision. 

WWW.NUNWOOD.COM

DAVID CONWAY
davidconway@nunwood.com
+44 (0) 845 372 0101
 
MICHAEL CROW
michaelcrow@nunwood.com
+44 (0) 845 372 0101



Create a joined-up 
customer strategy to 
move from ambition 

to excellence




