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What are the critical challenges 
and opportunities facing 
human experience and 
customer insights leaders?



Our intention is to  
provide our industry 
with an up to date view 

on the roles, 
challenges & 

pain points we are 
collectively facing, 
plus understand 
industry leaders’ 
vision for the future.
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Customers determine the long-term success of 
any organisation. Simple. Truthful. Powerful. So 
why do insights and experience professionals, the 
people who generate customer understanding, 
continually face a range of challenges? Why are 
they often not part of the strategic agenda, and 
how can they set up for a future that shines the 
spotlight firmly on the value they provide?

The team at Sprout wanted to explore these 
questions with some of Australia's biggest and 
brightest minds in the field. To find answers, we 
conducted a series of in-depth interviews with a 
range of leading professionals across the banking, 
infrastructure, insurance, financial services, 
telecommunications, retail, Not-for-Profit and 
utility industries. We spoke to Heads and 
Directors of Customer Experience, Heads of 
Marketing, General Managers and Senior 
Customer Insights managers.

We asked them four simple questions:

Key Goals - What is the main purpose of 
your job?

Pain Points – What stops you from doing 
your job?

Objectives - What are you working on in 
2021/2022?

Crystal Ball – What do you 
want for the future?

Market Research + Customer 
Feedback = Customer Insights
Traditionally, the insights function has been 
divided into two areas of focus, sometimes led 
by different teams of professionals.

The first area focuses on the feedback and 
perceptions of customers who have purchased 
products and services or conducted some form 
of transaction. Often referred to as “Voice of 
Customer”, or VOC research, this research 
aims to provide insights that lead to 
improvements in the experience of existing 
customers. Outputs will often include metrics 
and measures such as Net-Promoter Score 
(NPS), Customer Satisfaction Score (CSAT), or 
Customer Effort Score (CES). Supported and 
led by the Customer Experience and/or 
Insights teams, the insights generated aim to 
add value for customers and the organisation.

The second area is primarily aimed at 
understanding the market and category 
consumers. Led by the insights team, 
marketing team or CX team, these research 
programs are typically about gathering 
information and insights about potential 
customer needs and preferences, as well as 
their perception of the brand and its products. 
It is used to discover a new service or product's 
viability or identify how to reach a specific 
target market with the right message and 
marketing campaign. This siloed and 
outmoded approach to defining and thinking 
about customer insights was cited as a critical 
challenge that limits the industry’s ability as a 
whole to move forward.
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Our research highlighted the stark difference in 
experiences CX and Insights leaders have had to 
CMO’s and heads of marketing. An intriguing 
insight into the world of these professionals is 
the difference in clarity of marketing roles as 
opposed to CX and insights. Marketing has been 
a core function of most organisations in one 
form or another for many years. Not so for the 
CX and insights roles, which are still emerging 
and contextually less mature than marketing.

Marketers have clear study and career paths, a 
corporate vocabulary and explicit, attributable 
measures. CX and insights leaders, on the other 
hand,  speak about struggling to validate their 
roles and prove their worth. Career paths and 
industry support are fractured, unclear or just 
opportunistic, sometimes limiting the potential 
of these teams to help the business make the 
right strategic decisions.

There is no doubt that some chronic problems 
plague the industry while, at the same time, new 
problems seem to be constantly emerging. Some 
of the results from our research conjure up that 
feeling when you hear fingernails scraping on a 
chalkboard. It is annoying and frustrating that 
the same problems appear again and again! 

However, there is plenty of room for change and 
plenty of opportunities for CX and insights teams 
to drive real value for the organisations they 
work for.

our
research
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What is the main 
purpose of your job?

Over recent years, the key goals for insights and 
customer experience professionals and the roles 
they perform have seen a seismic shift.  Think 
back to 2011, 10 years ago. 

The iPad had just had its first birthday. Japan 
suffered a devastating earthquake and tsunami 
from which they are still recovering. Kate and 
William were married. 

In 2011, insights and customer experience 
professionals were primarily responsible for 
providing the technical expertise and driving 
programs for the business. This included:

• providing methodical and sound research 
results 

• providing timely data and insights to 
decision-makers

• measuring and reporting on CX and brand 
performance

• providing the business with the technical skills 
in research and customer feedback

Fast forward to 2021, these aspects are all still 
part of the roles these professionals play, but it 
is no longer the main goal of their work.

1Greenbook Research Industry Trends Report, Business & Innovation, 2021, New York

Our research identified five key goals for 
modern-day human experience and insight 
professionals.

1. To engage and excite the business about 
the customer

2. To educate the business in understanding 
our customers 

3. To build stakeholder confidence 
and ‘buy-in’

4. To build pathways from insights to action

5. To improve brand, customer and 
employee experiences 

The latest GRIT report supports our findings, 
reporting that business knowledge and people 
skills are now considered to be critically more 
important than market research, technical or 
analytical skills.1

K E Y  G O A L S
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To be effective in their jobs, these 
professionals need to have a thorough 
understanding of the problems the 
business is facing and be able to 
communicate the benefits of 
understanding customer behaviour to 
solving those problems.  

Our research strongly suggests we need 
a new definition of a modern-day 
human experience and customer 
insights professional. Today, their 
position description must include the 
following roles:   

1. Professional Storyteller – To engage 
and excite the business about the 
customer

2. Educator – To educate the business 
in understanding our customers

3. Networker – To build stakeholder 
confidence and ‘buy-in’

4. Strategist – To build pathways from 
insights to action

5. Change agent – To improve brand, 
customer and employee experiences

Perspective

Being a “customer-centric organisation” is not a 
particularly new phenomenon. We seem to have been 
talking about it for years. However, a significant shift 
has been felt in big business though, and its rippling 
through organisations across the globe: stakeholder 
capitalism. It’s the new mantra of the Business Round 
Table as announced in August 2019 and endorsed by 
almost 200 CEOs of the largest corporations. The 
World Economic Forum adopted it as the theme of 
their 2020 World Economic Forum.

The principle of stakeholder capitalism requires 
business leaders to define their mission as creating 
long-term value not only for shareholders but also for 
customers, suppliers, employees, communities, and 
others.

This shift to a longer-term vision and the elevated 
importance of customers has given rise to greater 
expectations from and trust in insights, marketing and 
experience management roles. The executive team 
does not ask the CFO to see their analysis tools or the 
CTO to explain their code; they trust these 
professionals to be experts in their field and translate 
the relevant information into business ready material. 
As the custodians of customer understanding, they 
also trust and expect their customer experience and 
insights team to have the technical and data skills to 
do the job. These are table stakes, hygiene factors, 
tickets to the game. The best experience and insights 
leaders are like the best CFOs, CMOs and CTOs who 
share the ‘so what’ of their jobs with their executive 
team. They translate their work into material that their 
executive and senior stakeholders can use to drive the 
business forward.

If we change the perspective,  we understand that 
these roles are not ‘new’,  they are simply a signal of 
our increased importance to organisations.  We are 
being invited to be part of the strategic agenda. Let’s  
grab onto this opportunity with both hands and 
become the strategic assets we are being asked to be.

K E Y  G O A L S
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THE STRATEGIST – TO BUILD PATHWAYS 
FROM INSIGHTS TO ACTION. The role of the 
strategist is to convert the research findings 
and insights to actions and recommendations 
that drive the strategic agenda and direction 
of the business.

According to those we spoke to, this is a key 
role. The strategists talk in the language of 
the stakeholder. They make 
recommendations on what to do based on 
customer understanding and they suggest 
ways to measure the success of these 
recommendations.  The strategist also 
simplifies the complexity of the findings and 
translates them into simple to follow actions. 

THE NETWORKER – TO CATALYSE 
STAKEHOLDER CONFIDENCE AND ‘BUY-IN’. 
Stakeholders are our insights and experience 
managers’ key internal market. The networker 
builds strong relationships across the 
business. Whilst not always articulated 
explicitly, nearly all leaders in the research 
cited this skill as key. The networker partners 
with various stakeholders to ensure a strong, 
supportive link between the human 
experience and customer insights strategies 
and initiatives and those of each stakeholder. 
The networker builds the case for change and 
helps establish a shared vision of where the 
organisation wants to be and what it wants to 
achieve. 

THE CHANGE AGENT – TO IMPROVE 
CUSTOMER AND BRAND EXPERIENCES. The 
change agent understands the behaviours 
that are needed to drive change and how to 
nudge these behaviours. Improving brand and 
customer experiences can entail making 
substantial changes to people, processes, 
products and service delivery.  The change

Expanding on these
roles
THE PROFESSIONAL STORYTELLER – TO 
ENGAGE AND EXCITE THE BUSINESS ABOUT 
THE CUSTOMER. While not new news,  being 
a storyteller needs to be emphasised as a 
critical skill for a CX and insights leader and 
something they dedicate time to. The 
professional storyteller literally brings insights 
to life AND connects the business outcomes 
with customer stories.  The Storyteller is 
responsible for telling the customer’s story, 
painting a picture of the future, piquing 
interest and curiosity about customers and 
inspiring engagement and action. Persuading 
or compelling people to act does not come 
from presenting facts, figures and statistics, 
as important as they are. Instead, storytelling 
should inspire action from the customers' 
truths and link that story to the 'so what' for 
the business's next steps.

THE EDUCATOR – TO EDUCATE THE 
BUSINESS ABOUT THE CUSTOMER. The 
educator helps stakeholders and other areas 
of the business walk in the shoes of 
customers. Our research participants describe 
this as being “about presenting the business 
and how it operates through the eyes of 
customers”.

It is up to the educator to ensure the 
business has the richest and most intimate 
knowledge of consumer and customer 
behaviour.  A number of those interviewed 
stated that the role of the educator is to 
make sure that customers are top of mind in 
any decisions or initiatives the organisation 
makes. 

K E Y  G O A L S
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agent needs to understand organisational 
change as well as encouraging innovation 
and collaboration across the business. 
They need to overcome any resistance to 
change.  Our participants all agreed this is  
a necessity to deliver the full value of our 
expertise.

These roles suggest the following types of 
skills – a bias to action, creative thinking, 
strong networking skills, commercial 
aptitude.  However, it is important not to 
forget the fundamentals - the technical 
skills and craft of solid, quality insights. 

This is a lot to fit into one role. 
Should we be splitting these roles 
into two? Should we be recruiting 
from different fields? Should we be 
expanding our professional 
development to include more 
training in these skills?



What have you done to actively re-imagined your programs 
and ways of working?

What stops you 
from doing your job?
COVID, as highlighted in Sprout’s Mood of 
Australia research, has wrought massive 
changes to the business landscape and how 
brands need to interact with their customers. 
Organisations, and the key stakeholders 
within those organisations, need to quickly 
understand how to adjust to the ‘new 
normal’.  

Speed and agility are needed more than ever. 
This places greater demand and expectations 
on CX, marketing and insights leaders. 
However, the pain points or challenges are 
not new. In order to meet these evolving 
needs, insights and customer experience 
professionals highlighted five key hurdles:

1. Status Quo Bias – The industry’s Achilles 
heel is legacy thinking and ways of 
operating

2. Weak Value Propositions – Continually 
needing to explain the value the CX and 
insights team brings to the business

3. Being a ‘bolt on’ – Not being the starting 
point for business growth

4. Team Strength – Finding good team 
members and resources

5. Outdated Ways of Collaborating –
Organisational structures and silos getting 
in the way of collaboration

STATUS QUO BIAS – THE INDUSTRY’S 
ACHILLES HEEL IS LEGACY THINKING AND 
WAYS OF OPERATING. Numerous studies 
have shown that no matter what options are 
available, many professionals tend to stick 
with their current ways of working and 
choices they have made habitually over the 
years.

CX and insights leaders need to evolve if they 
are going to keep helping Australian 
organisations make solid and successful 
strategic decisions. Unfortunately, the 
industry is plagued by legacy thinking and 
ways of operating that is limiting the potential 
to deliver timely and actionable insights for 
the business.

One of our research participants said, “The 
whole customer insights industry is suffering 
from a hangover of old thinking that is 
difficult to shake. As a result, many of the 
research practices in use are out-of-date and 
incapable of keeping up with the current 
expectations of ‘c-level’ stakeholders and the 
business.”

Traditional market research and insights 
practices are limited in their ability to provide 
a complete picture of the customer and then 
apply a commercial lens to make these 
insights actionable pathways for stakeholders.

Rethinking and reimagining your insights and 
CX programs, the partners who support your 
function, the opportunities provided by 
technology and how you define yourself are 
essential to breaking out of the status quo.

P A I N  P O I N T S
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WEAK (OR MISUNDERSTOOD) VALUE 
PROPOSITIONS. Continually needing to 
explain the value of CX and insights to the 
business signals a weak value proposition. 
The marketing function is not immune here 
either, with the constant need to prove their 
ROI, and clarify their role and value beyond 
‘comms’.  Many leaders claim they struggle 
to demonstrate the value of their initiatives, 
or as one research participant puts it, 
“I constantly have to explain what my team 
does and the value it contributes to the 
business.”  

According to recent research, only 25% of 
companies can qualify the value their 
customer experience and insights strategy 
contributes to the business. While 
behavioural led insights and customer 
experience teams can provide substantial 
value to the business, many are not viewed as 
a strategic asset within the business.

Having a clear value proposition allows you to 
focus on where and how to add value. 

What is your (or your teams) value proposition? Do you 
have a value proposition that is understood and drives 
all your activities? Has it evolved with the maturity of 
your functions?

BEING A ‘BOLT ON’. This is possibly a 
hangover from a weak or misunderstood 
value proposition; however, it is still worthy to 
note as a separate pain point for modern-day 
insights and CX professionals. Today CX or 
insights are often an ‘afterthought’ or a 
‘rushed step’ in strategic decision making. 
While most business leaders agree that 
understanding customers is important, many 
current changes to the business ecosystem 
are being led by IT, with checks and balances 
from finance. 

At the end of the day, whether it is a new 
product, digital channel experience, back-end 
system or payment method, the customer is 
the ultimate judge of the initiative's success. 
Logic would suggest that insights and CX 
professionals would be integral to providing 
guidance from the customer’s perspective. 
More than that, though, through evidence 
from research houses such as Forrester, we 
know that a focus on customer experience, 
centred on customer understanding, returns 
investment in the form of direct profitability 
lifts, cost savings and brand loyalty.2

Ensuring you are included in planning is important to 
being integral to the strategic agenda. How are you 
managing up and integrating yourself or your team 
into the planning process in the business? 

TEAM STRENGTH – FINDING GOOD TEAM 
MEMBERS AND RESOURCES. CX and insights 
professionals also commented on the 
struggle to find the right people with the 
right skills to perform the scope of work 
required. Given the role shift discussed 
earlier, this is not surprising. The roles are 
multifaceted and require a breadth of 
complementary yet diverse skills. When they 
find the right people, hiring them is expensive 
because of competition for limited 
talent. According to one research participant, 
“Finding talent is very difficult. People seem 
to be embedded within organisations, making 
it hard to entice people away from their 
current positions.”

The model of the future is about partnerships and 
ensuring you have access to the right expertise. Have 
you considered how to integrate an internal team with 
a network of trusted partners to ensure you always 
have a full bench? Have you considered where else you 
can find Storytellers, Educators, Influencers, 
Consultants and Change agents for your team?

P A I N  P O I N T S

2Capturing the Value of CX, Forrester Research, 2020
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OUTDATED WAYS OF COLLABORATING -
ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURES AND SILOS 
GETTING IN THE WAY OF COLLABORATION. 
Collaboration is key to building an insights led 
business that can respond quickly to 
customer expectations and adapt to current 
and emerging trends. It is also key to 
delivering to the needs of stakeholders. Yet, 
so many organisations are plagued by siloed 
structures and systems that inhibit the 
potential of cross-team collaboration. The 
stakeholder (problem source) and insights 
and experience/ professional (order taker) 
paradigm also contribute to this pain point. 
Shifting the behaviour from transactional to a 
collaborative partnership allows insights and 
experience professionals to perform the role 
of strategists and networkers. 

To effectively collaborate, you need simple steps that 
explain how you collaborate, why it is important and 
what you get from collaborating.  Do you have a 
collaboration approach? Have you expanded your 
(your team's) role to include a ‘trusted collaborator’? 

P A I N  P O I N T S
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Most organisations have invested heavily in 
survey-based technology systems and metrics 
such as NPS (Net-Promoter-Score) and CSAT 
(Customer Satisfaction Score). Many also 
have insights programs. But for most people 
we spoke to, these tried and heavily used 
methods are not providing a complete or fully 
accurate understanding of customer 
behaviour, nor do they support leaders of the 
organisation to make strategic and tactical 
decisions.

According to Mckinsey3, only 15% of leaders 
said they were fully satisfied with how their 
company was measuring CX, with only six 
percent believing that their systems for 
generating customer insights enabled both 
strategic and tactical decision making. This is 
a critical issue that most of the CX and 
insights leaders we spoke to are looking to 
address in 2021/2022.

They are also working on linking insights to 
the commercial outcomes that matter for C-
level executives to help these executives 
understand the strategic value provided by 
the CX and insights team. This requires 
building a pragmatic approach and 
framework to articulate the value delivered in 
financial terms.

Innovation is another top priority for 
2021/2022. In the world of customer 
experience and marketing, there can be a 
tendency to overstate the importance of 
technology. While it can help enable changes 
to take place, it’s not usually the thing that 
should be driving change. Innovation comes

down to people and how they work together 
to apply their individual skills, backgrounds 
and expertise to solve problems and achieve 
shared goals.

Skills, expertise and experience are of critical 
importance to CX and insights teams fulfilling 
their goals. Most of those we interviewed 
complained of not having enough people to 
do everything they needed to get done. 
Third-party agencies play an important role in 
ensuring internal teams have access to skills 
and capacity when they need them and can 
leverage the external expertise and advice to 
make the best decisions.

What are you working on 
for 2021/2022?

O B J E C T I V E S

3https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/prediction-the-future-of-cx

12



A laser focus on 
proving value in 
financial terms

“The CX and insights team must be aligned with the 
needs of the business. I am constantly focused on 
demonstrating the ROI (Return-On-Investment) of what 
the team does to senior management. It’s about 
showing that the work we’re doing is meaningful and 
contributes to strategic direction of the organisation.”

Creating space 
for collaboration 

and innovation

“Innovation is not about technology or new shiny things 
to marvel at. It’s about change that creates value. COVID 
forced many organisations to completely evaluate the 
way they did things. They had to respond quickly to 
ensure they continued operating in a way that catered 
for the wellbeing and expectations of their customers as 
well as their employees.”

Speaking in 
business value 

language not 
research metrics 

“We need to identify and explain better to senior 
stakeholders what specific consumer or customer 
behaviour creates value for the businesses. We need 
ways to quantify how different customer experiences 
lead to different economic outcomes.”

Building a 
hybrid team

“Team size can place a significant limitation on what we 
can do to achieve our goals. We simply don’t have 
enough people with the relevant skills to do everything 
we need to do. So, we rely quite substantially on external 
agencies to help us in critical areas, bringing in the skills 
when and where we need them.”

In summary, the four main areas that human experience and insights 
leaders are focussing on in 2021/ 2022 are:
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The good news is, while there is work to be 
done, most are optimistic about the future. 
Due to technology, innovation, dynamic 
business environments, and constantly 
evolving consumer needs, the industry is 
undergoing rapid and disruptive change.

In the next five to 10 years, all participants 
agreed that the focus on customer 
understanding being at the heart of decision 
making is here to stay. Of course, it is hard to 
predict exactly what the industry will look 
like. Still, the professionals we interviewed are 
committed to making the following a reality 
across the organisations and industries they 
work for:

CX AND INSIGHTS TEAM VIEWED AS A 
STRATEGIC ASSET: Raising the status of 
the insights and CX teams both within 
organisations and in the wider business 
community.

“The momentum is there in terms of 
number of people working in these roles, 
but I would like more people to understand 
the value that CX can bring to an 
organisation such as more people in senior 
roles related to CX” – Manager, Digital 
Strategy & Customer Experience

“A more recognised industry and 
profession; hopefully recognition for being 
a CX leader and people understanding what 
having those roles within businesses mean 
and how they can improve businesses.” –
Customer Experience Manager

“You only know about CXPA within the CX 
industry – wants things like that out there 
to showcase the strengths of the industry 
outside of CX.” – Customer Experience 
Manager

“Having impact and a voice at the most 
senior level of organisations – would like to 
see the insights teams of companies 
continually being raised in status and having 
a big role at the beginning of projects and 
initiatives.” – Customer Insights Business 
Partner

“Having a representation of CX, true VoC at 
a high level for strategic direction.” –
Director of Customer Experience

MAKING IT EASIER TO ACCESS CENTRALISED 
CUSTOMER INTELLIGENCE: Having greater 
access to networking, collaborative 
knowledge sharing and data insight resources

“More time spent within networking 
groups, fostering CX networks to learn from 
each other, putting pressure on 
organisations to offer CX education within 
degrees to raise its profile.” – Manager, 
Digital Strategy & Customer Experience

“Facilitate more connections between 
people in the industry – learning from 
others within the same industry.” –
Consumer Insights Manager

“If non-competing industries were linking 
and sharing insights – it would be amazing 
to tap into that to understand different key 
insights and customer insights from cross-
industries – continued collaboration.” –
Head of Customer Experience

C R Y S T A L  B A L L

What do you want for 
the future?
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“Providing information about the tools 
people are using (this is out, this is in, this is 
why), and potentially connecting people 
together who can share relevant industry 
knowledge (non-affiliated parties to 
vendors etc.)” – Head of Customer 
Experience

“Honest and genuine conversations – open 
dialogue where everyone is always talking –
new innovations can be shared, confidence 
in sharing of ideas.” – Senior Research 
Manager

BE INTEGRATED AND INTEGRAL: Full end-to-
end integration of insights and customer 
understanding into business decision making.

“It should be the norm rather than the 
exception, for customer insights to have a 
very strong voice within a company. It 
needs to have a seat at the executive level 
of the organisation and every boardroom 
across the country” - General Manager, 
Customer Insights

“We don’t need to have a separate CX team 
– it’s embedded – a core part of KPIs and 
built into the business.” – Head of Customer 
& Community Experience

“Better integration into teams – We 
shouldn’t have an insights specialist sitting 
outside of a team. It should be part of 
everyone’s role.” – Consumer Insights 
Manager

“The industry needs to listen to the client 
and their needs/business problem, as well 
as the customer pain points to help solve 
the business problem.” – Head of Business 
Performance and Growth.

“Just a bigger version of what currently 
exists – everyone will have a CX team – like 
a pyramid, most will have average types of 
application of CX, but there will be a tiny 
percentage of people who do it really well 
and be in positions where they can disrupt.” 
– Manager, Customer Design and Delivery

Are we there yet?

Not quite. But after talking with these 
industry leaders, we have reason to be 
hopeful. The leaders we interviewed were 
tuned in, action-orientated and ‘seekers’ by 
nature.  Of note was their resourcefulness 
and opportunistic spirit. They follow the 
opportunities and while they can't always 
solve everything, they can definitely see the 
future and the barriers they need to 
overcome to deliver their full value. 

All agree the focus on customer-centricity is 
here to stay. The question is who will provide 
the organisation with the customer 
understanding to drive this agenda. These 
leaders are ready to step into this important 
role by removing the pain points and being 
clear on their strategic value. 

C R Y S T A L  B A L L
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COVID has shone the spotlight back onto understanding consumer behaviour.
There is an acute and immediate need amongst executives to understand
consumers in the ‘new normal’. Their roadmaps from 2020 are obsolete and
new road maps need to be built. We have seen more and more senior
executives engaging with insights and CX seeking to understand where to next.

Does this present experience and insights teams with a unique window? This
may well be a once in a lifetime opportunity for these teams to demonstrate
their value proposition, providing story-led consulting and driving a growth
agenda with the customer at its heart. Are you ready? Let's get to it.

ON A 
FINAL 
NOTE.


