
For years, managers 

and marketers have

been told that the surest

route to winning and

keeping customers is to

give them something no

one else can. They were 

told to innovate,

revolutionise, break 

the rules, and above all, differentiate or die! But

while companies were busy working on better 

‘bells and whistles’, customers were still waiting 

on hold, receiving bad customer service, and

dealing with products that don’t work. In a world 

in which customers have more choices than ever,

they are also more dissatisfied than ever. What 

are companies doing wrong?

A controversial new book by Professor of

Management and Marketing, Patrick Barwise, 

with co-authors Seán Meehan (PhD93) and 

Martin Hilti, Professor of Marketing and Change

Management at IMD, argues that customers

actually have much lower expectations than 

we think and that companies have gone so far

trying to differentiate themselves that they’ve 

often neglected the basics. In Simply Better:

Winning and Keeping Customers by Delivering

What Matters Most, Professors Barwise and

Meehan advocate a radical ‘back-to-basics’

approach that replaces the relentless quest for

differentiation with a relentless focus on basic

customer needs. While things like on-time delivery,

quality, and good customer service might seem

blindingly obvious, the authors’ research shows

that most companies have been ignoring these

basics for too long and that customers care less

about ‘unique’ and ‘different’ than they do about

these fundamental needs. 

At the heart of the authors’ approach is a

provocative but evidence-based view of why

customers buy what they do. Professors Barwise

and Meehan argue that customers rarely choose 

a product or service because it offers something

unique. Instead, customers usually choose the

brand that they think will most reliably deliver the

basics – the generic category benefits which all 

the reputable brands provide, but which some

provide better or more reliably than others. Using

examples such as Toyota, Procter & Gamble,

Tesco, Orange, Hilton, and Shell, the book shows

how companies can successfully differentiate

themselves by providing

the basics ‘simply better’

than the competition.

Simply Better: Winning

and Keeping Customers

by Delivering What

Matters Most by Patrick

Barwise and Seán

Meehan is published 

by Harvard Business

School Press

(www.simply-better.biz).
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Professor of Organisational Behaviour Nigel

Nicholson has been appointed Series Editor of 

the management book series ‘Decision Makers’,

launched by independent publishers 

Format Publishing. 

Most of the contributors to the series, launched in

September at the School’s Blackwell’s Bookshop, are

faculty or associates of London Business School.

They include Professor of Decision Sciences, Zeger

Degraeve; Assistant Professor of Organisational

Behaviour, Anand Narasimhan; and Adjunct

Associate Professor of Strategic and International

Management, Dominic Houlder. The Decision

Makers series is unique, positioned for the practicing

manager but academically authoritative. These

qualities, says Professor Nicholson, are what

attracted him to taking on the role of editor.

“I see Decision Makers as a

well thought through venture that

will make a big impact in the

market, where I perceive a big

gap between glossy and

insubstantial books that ‘dumb-

down’ management topics, and

others that pretend to be written

for managers but are really

indigestibly academic,” says

Professor Nicholson. “My

specialisation is the people side

of business, which is increasingly

recognised as the source of the

most important challenges to

effectiveness,” continues

Professor Nicholson, “This will 

be a key part of the series –

identifying what people need to

change in their thinking, actions

and relationships.”

Among the titles in the series

are: Change: how to adapt and

transform the business, by

Professor Anand; Strategy: how

to shape the future of the

business, by Professor Houlder;

and Negotiation: how to make

deals and reach agreement in

business by Professor Pillutla.

The Decision Makers series 

is available from all major

bookshops. To find out more,

visit www.formatpublishing.co.uk
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