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Becoming more customer-centric is often on the agenda for digital transformations powered by Agile methodologies. This 
article describes five common pitfalls that are often overlooked, and how to avoid them
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INTRODUCTION

Customer centricity has been touted as a key driving 
force for many organizations in the last decade. The con-
tinuous change of customer expectations and behavior 
towards technological possibilities has accelerated the 
need for organizations to become more customer-centric. 
However, the hype around customer centricity has led 
many organizations to buy into it almost blindly, without 
properly knowing what it entails ([Roel16]). The result is 
that it is too often thrown around as a buzzword, without 
actual change in execution. And where organizations do 
indicate that they are customer-centric, this might be in 
name only. According to [VanB21], even as awareness of 
the benefits of what they call “customer obsession” has 
increased, there are no more organizations that could be 
reasonably labelled “customer obsessed” than there were 
in 2019.

Within many organizations, there are common pitfalls 
that prevent the organization from building a more 
customer-centric organization. Five of these pitfalls are 
described below. Though interrelated, each one high-
lights a different perspective on what to avoid to really 
foster customer centricity (see Figure 1). As many organ-
izations have adopted Agile as their way of working, 
examples are given of how these pitfalls typically mani-
fest in an Agile environment.

PITFALL 1: ORGANIZATION STILL BASED 
ON PRODUCT-CENTRICITY

Organizations continuously struggle in the transi-
tion from product centricity to customer centricity. A 
product-centric organization focuses on the products 

it markets, rather than the customers who buy those 
products. Product-centric organizations develop prod-
ucts based on a technology push and not a market pull 
(see Figure 2). 

The foundation of a customer-centric organization is 
market and user research that creates actionable insights 
into the problems customers face, the solution require-
ments, and the solution context ([SAFe21a]). Such an 
organization needs to be structured differently compared 
to a product organization ([Kruh16]). Preferably, a team or 
division should focus on one customer group – premium 
customers or young adults, for example – and, through 
research, design products for that segment ([Lee15]). This 
means focus is placed on delivering value to a customer 
(working value-driven). 

Customer centricity in the organizational structure

Pitfall 1:  Organization still based on product-centricity

Pitfall 2:  Silos preventing exchange of information

Customer centricity in the development process

Pitfall 3:  Lack of focus on root problem

Pitfall 4:  Overlooking the dynamic nature of customer needs

Customer centricity in the organizational culture

Pitfall 5:  Lack of employee centricity
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Figure 1. The five pitfalls.

Figure 2. From product-centric to customer-centric (adapted from [Mart94]).
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In the context of an Agile organization, this pitfall can 
be recognized when different Agile teams that work on 
a product or service are not yet structured in such a way 
that they are focused on bringing value to a customer, 
instead, they are focused on different products offered. 
Within the SAFe framework this is solved by structur-
ing the organization around value streams, which are 
defined by the steps, the people, and the flow of informa-
tion and material necessary to deliver customer value. 
Value streams optimize the flow of value across divisions 
and functional departments and through the system as a 
whole to the customer ([SAFe21b]).

To put the customer first in the development of a product 
and aid the “market-pull” process, user stories are created 
by Agile teams. A user story is a small, self-contained 
unit of development work designed to accomplish a spe-
cific goal within a product. It is written from the user’s 
perspective and follows the format: “As [a user persona], 
I want [to perform this action] so that [I can accomplish 
this goal].” When a product-centric organization imple-
ments user stories, these stories tend to be based on 
untested assumptions of what a customer needs because 
they are still primarily driven by a technology push. To 
really make the shift towards customer centricity, and 
not just in name only, assumptions about the customer 
need to be validated through research.

PITFALL 2: SILOS PREVENTING EXCHANGE 
OF INFORMATION

Individual teams have valuable insights into customer 
expectations and pain points that could help to improve 
a product or service ([Sund19]). However, because of a 
siloed organization structure treating departments and 
teams as separate islands, there is often a lack in com-
munication and knowledge sharing between silos, e.g. 
between engineering teams and customer-facing depart-
ments like marketing or sales (see Figure 3). The mis-
conception that customer centricity should be the sole 
responsibility of specified roles, like product managers or 
UX designers, contributes to this divide.

It is not uncommon to come across “Agile” teams that are 
not even expected to directly interact with users or cus-
tomers. For example, no actual customers are invited to 
the sprint demos, missing the opportunity for the team 
to gain early feedback and get aligned with customer 
needs from the source. Even worse, customer insights 
gathered by siloed departments don’t reach the team at 
all and are only cascaded down to the teams as a list of 
functionalities to be implemented.

To make sure that every employee understands the needs 
of a customer it is important to break down silos in your 
organization. Customer insights should be widely shared, 
direct interaction with customers should be facilitated 
and a customer-centric culture should be cultivated 
by implementing metrics that focus on impact on the 
customer (and not metrics that decrease cooperation 
between departments) ([Lee18]).
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Figure 3. Silos prevent the exchange of information about customers.
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PITFALL 3: LACK OF FOCUS ON ROOT 
PROBLEM

Another pitfall that Agile teams should be careful of is 
the lack of customer centricity in the problem phase of 
the development process. Agile methodologies focus on 
incremental and customer-centric refinement with a 
product vision as a starting point ([Hild12]) – focusing 
on “building the thing right”. Here, customer centric-
ity is mainly reflected in a focus on usability and user 
experience. However, customer centricity in terms 
of exploring the problem space, the core of the actual 
problem and different solution paths prior to gathering 
requirements and refining the solution – “building the 
right thing” – is not naturally part of Agile methodol-
ogies (see Figure 4). A lack of awareness, but also the 
focus on velocity, efficiency, and full backlogs and the 
subsequent lack of time are often reasons why Agile 
teams skip further problem exploration and validation. 
However, failing to consciously delve further into and 
validate problems might result in efficiently solving 
the wrong problem and building the wrong thing. This 
phase should therefore be intentionally included and 
prioritized.

Building customer centricity into the foundation of the 
development process might require organizational and 
process changes. It means time should be invested to take 
a step back to explore alternatives and to deep dive into 
the problem, even if you think you already have a great 
initial solution. Such a change requires top-down sup-
port and dedicated time, as well as a shift in mindset to 
focus on the root cause of the problem prior to focusing 
on the solution. Teaching Design Thinking competences 
and/or adding design specialists in the problem phase 
can help to include problem-oriented customer centric-
ity, and in setting the scene for a successful product that 
people are happy to adopt and use.

PITFALL 4: OVERLOOKING THE DYNAMIC 
NATURE OF CUSTOMER NEEDS

Another pitfall entails the dynamic nature of customer 
needs and failure to recognize and anticipate this notion. 
This pitfall can be spotted when the problem phase is 
treated as a sequential phase instead of an iterative phase 
to continuously reflect on (see Figure 5). 

Within Agile teams, certain tools and techniques can 
be (and are) used to better understand the customer, 
their pain points and their needs, e.g. through Personas, 
Customer Journey Maps, Empathy Maps, etc. Treating 
the outcomes of these tools as static snapshots is a large 
and risky pitfall; this method is insufficient to keep up 
with the rapid pace of change that we’re facing nowa-

days. “Change is the only constant.” For example, Customer 
Journey Maps are often used as a starting point at the 
beginning of a development process. It should however 
be recognized that such a tool is not a box to check 
once, but rather a living document that can be used to 
support the customer-centric mindset throughout the 
process.

The key with regards to customer insights is not the 
presence or even the quantity of data, but how rapidly 
data can be updated and reanalyzed. This affects the 
use of tools and the process of involving customers/
users. To set yourself and your team up for success, 
think about the setup and intent of dynamic customer 
centricity in your project. On the one hand that means 
specifying the tools and the method to keep the tools 
up to date (e.g. Miro, Mural, a shared PowerPoint over a 
static PDF or drawing). On the other hand, it means to 
intentionally include clients and/or users, e.g. in fre-
quent and planned client retrospectives, to reanalyze 
and be up to date about their needs, pain points and 
touchpoints.

“Building the 
RIGHT thing”

Agile practices

Design Thinking
“Building the 
thing RIGHT”

Investigating 
the problem

Problem space Solution space

Defining 
the solution

Figure 4. Defining the right problems to solve and finding the right solutions 
to develop (Design Thinking), versus developing these in the right way 
(Agile practices).

Figure 5. The problem space and solution space need to be explored 
iteratively.



Are you customer-centric in name only?18

PITFALL 5: LACK OF EMPLOYEE 
CENTRICITY

While many organizations place emphasis on being 
customer-centric in their strategy, actually embedding 
it throughout all levels of the organization proves to be 
difficult. What employees need specifically to operate in 
a customer-centric way is often overlooked. The pitfall 
here is failing to understand that to be customer-centric 
you need to be employee centric first. Beyond just under-
standing this notion, organizations need to know how to 
actually put this focus on the employee experience into 
practice. 

A typical manifestation of this pitfall within organiza-
tions on their Agile journey can be found in teams that 
are task-oriented instead of driven by a purpose. These 
teams might be cross-functional and self-organizing to 
a degree, but often lack a direct connection to the cus-
tomer. Consequently, they are unable to empathize with 
the customer and therefore lack a deep understanding of 
the business context. Team members are only concerned 
with finishing their user stories within the sprint, not 
with the continuous improvement of product and ser-
vices to better satisfy customer needs.

Understanding the employee experience is key to 
empowering employees to put the customer at the center 
of the work they do. The way organizations service 

employees or internal customers must be as “custom-
er-centric” as the way they service external customers. To 
help build a customer-centric culture, consider focusing 
on these three areas ([Hern20]) (see Figure 6):
 • Enablement  

Create an environment that allows employees to per-
form optimally. Organizations should build processes 
based on the needs and expectations of employees 
and continuously improve the supporting tools and 
services available to them.

 • Empowerment  
Leaders at all levels should actively listen and ask 
important questions, rather than give orders and 
answers. They must trust and empower employees to 
make decisions about better ways to fulfill (internal) 
customer need. 

 • Engagement  
Engagement is about intrinsically motivated employ-
ees who are connected to the purpose and values 
of the organization. Encourage employees to work 
cross-functionally towards the same customer-cen-
tric purpose through joint goalsetting.

CONCLUSION

The pitfalls mentioned in this article span a wide view 
on customer centricity: from organizational structure, 
to the way teams are organized, and the culture of daily 
work. They are meant to provoke thinking about possi-
ble barriers in becoming customer-centric, and how to 
break them down. Table 1 summarizes them in a table 
for easy reference. If you recognize any of these pitfalls in 
your own organization, this might be a sign that there’s 
still work to be done in paving the way to actually being 
customer-centric, not just in name only.

Engagement Enablement

Empowerment

Employee 
experience

Figure 6. Empowerment, engagement and enablement are critical areas to be 
developed for the best employee experience.



Customer centricity in the organizational structure

Pitfall How to avoid it

Organization still based on product centricity • Organize around delivering value to a customer (i.e. value streams)

Silos preventing exchange of information • Use customer-centric metrics
• Create understanding that customer focus is a shared responsibility

Customer centricity in the development process

How to avoid it

Lack of focus on root problem • Include and prioritize problem exploration and validation using Design Thinking 
methods

Overlooking the dynamic nature of 
customer needs

• Plan for reanalyzing and updating your customer research tools
• Continuously involve the customer/user throughout the whole process 

Pitfall

Customer centricity in the organizational culture

How to avoid it

Lack of employee centricity • Continuously improve tools, services and processes based on the needs of 
employees 

• Empower employees to make decisions 
• Establish joint goalsetting to increase engagement

Pitfall
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Table 1. A summary of the five pitfalls and how to avoid them.
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