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these require skills not generally associated with the 

market research function. Even the priorities are likely 

to be different. For instance, most market research 

puts a high value on anonymity. With NPS feedback, 

anonymity is a barrier to success. So if you do take this 

approach, you will have to fi nd ways to work around 

these obstacles.

Q. How many people should serve on the CAO team? 

The answer naturally depends on how large and com-

plex your company is, and on what roles the CAO will 

be playing. If the organization has more than $1 billion 

in revenue, and if the CAO takes on the roles described 

here, the team will often include four or five people 

plus the leader. Each team member typically has a specifi c 

job, such as working with IT to build the necessary 

technical infrastructure or creating and implementing 

the request-for-feedback methodology. Whatever their 

jobs, team members should be skilled, inspiring people, 

individuals who themselves have a lot of credibility and 

can bring that to the program. 

Q. To whom should the CAO report?

CAOs typically report to the chief marketing officer, 

the chief fi nancial offi cer or (if there is one) the chief 

transformation offi cer. We’ve seen many other varia-

Q. In our company, the business units are responsible 

for many of the tasks you assign to the CAO. What’s 

the right distribution of responsibilities between the 

CAO and the business units?

Every company has its own operating model, which 

defi nes (among other things) the role of the corporate 

center vis-à-vis the business units. So the precise divi-

sion of responsibilities depends on that. Like fi nance, 

IT and other enterprise-wide functions, the CAO can 

be a valuable resource for the business units, ensuring 

consistent methodologies in implementing Net Promoter 

and helping the businesses take on as much day-to-day 

responsibility as they can. 

Q. Can’t we just take our existing market research team 

and add these roles to their responsibilities? We could 

provide them with another staff member or two.

In our experience, this approach has rarely been success-

ful. Here’s why: Most market research teams have skill 

sets suited to only a small subset of the Net Promoter 

SystemSM (NPS®). That skill set might actually hinder 

them from doing a good job on the system’s other com-

ponents. The integration of Net Promoter feedback 

into the daily work of frontline employees, the creation 

of closed loops, the need to integrate feedback data 

with operational data such as customer records—all 

Most Net Promoter® companies create some sort of customer advocacy offi ce (CAO) to launch and lead the 
implementation of their systems. I argued in the previous issue of Loyalty Insights that a CAO is an essential 
support for the successful execution of Net Promoter. CAO team members play three key roles:

• They ensure rigor, discipline and consistency in gathering and analyzing customer feedback. 

• They address issues that cut across individual functions and business units.

• They channel the voice of the customer into the everyday workings of the organization.

But what does this new team look like, and how does it function? Who should serve on it, and to whom should it 
report? What follows are the questions about CAOs we encounter most frequently in our work with clients, along 
with answers refl ecting the experience of veteran Net Promoter companies. 
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it to report may vary over time as the Net Promoter 

System matures and the emphasis needs to change.

Q. I’m worried that the CAO will be seen as just one 

more bureaucracy. How can we avoid that?

Successful implementation of the Net Promoter System 

involves developing, implementing and then practicing 

a large number of processes, all of them consistent over 

time and across the entire organization. Well-defi ned 

processes ensure the reliability of the feedback and 

consistent follow-through with customers. They are 

essential to the adoption of the mindset necessary to 

change a culture. But any company adopting a set of 

processes that must be executed in a particular way 

runs the risk of alienating employees. People may feel 

that the whole thing is too bureaucratic and too focused 

on rules and procedures. 

So companies must adapt the system to local conditions 

in individual functions and business units. Doing so 

will help people in those units make the processes their 

own. It will help them feel that the system is central to 

their own success. The challenge is to strike a balance 

between consistency and follow-through on the one 

hand—both of which need to be pushed from the cen-

ter—and fl exibility and adaptation on the other. 

One step toward creating the right balance is to ensure 

that leaders in different parts of the organization con-

tribute to and help shape the implementation of NPS 

across the company. Involvement will help them develop 

an appreciation for which parts of the system need to 

be consistent and which can be customized. A second 

step: The CAO itself needs to build its credibility and 

reputation for success by beginning implementation 

in the functions or business units that are most infl u-

ential, that have the strongest leadership and that are 

most likely to demonstrate success. In effect, early 

successes create Promoters for the Net Promoter Sys-

tem—people who can help sway their more reluctant 

or skeptical colleagues. 

tions as well. Success seems to depend less on which 

function the organization reports to than on meeting 

certain criteria: 

First, the executive to whom it reports should be no 

more than one level away from the C-suite. This indi-

vidual will have to sit down with the executive committee 

or business-unit presidents and lead dialogs about in-

vestment priorities. He or she will have to marshal re-

sources to support the Net Promoter System and so 

should be familiar with the company’s budgeting and 

resource allocation processes. Executives overseeing 

NPS often find they must push back when midlevel 

colleagues argue (for example) that referrals can’t be 

measured and so shouldn’t fi gure in the business case 

for the system. If they are too far removed from top man-

agement, they may not get the support and encourage-

ment they need in these internal debates. 

Second, these executives need passion—passion about 

the core mission of using NPS to develop a customer-

centric culture and drive profi table, sustainable growth. 

They’ll need to pursue these objectives aggressively. 

They’ll have to fi ght for resources as necessary and en-

sure that people follow through on their commitments. 

You can’t do all that effectively unless you’re deeply 

committed to the NPS enterprise. (We’ll address other 

questions about the individual characteristics of the 

CAO’s leader in a future article.) 

Third, the reporting relationship should be tailored to 

conditions in your company, both cultural and political. 

In some companies the CAO reports to a particular 

business unit because most of what matters in those 

companies takes place in that business unit. In other 

companies it reports to fi nance, because fi nance acts 

as the arbiter of investment decisions and because cus-

tomer economics need to become more deeply ingrained 

in the company’s analytic toolkit. At still other comp-

anies, locating the CAO within marketing or sales is the 

right answer. So there is no single “correct” reporting 

line, just these guidelines. Moreover, the best place for 
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days, a CAO should concentrate on acknowledging and 

rewarding compliance rather than on penalizing peo-

ple for noncompliance. Team members can celebrate 

wins, single out heroes, circulate stories of delighted 

customers. The CAO’s default approach should always 

be, “How can we make it easier and more desirable for 

people to comply with our requests?” It’s always better 

to provide tools, training and support rather than rules, 

policies and penalties.

Q. Isn’t there a risk that people in the business units 

will abdicate their own responsibility for building cus-

tomer loyalty? 

There is a risk. But it helps greatly to clarify decision 

roles and accountabilities using a decision-rights tool 

such as RAPID® (see  Figure 1). It must be clear to 

people in the businesses that the central group is respon-

sible for facilitating their success but is not responsible 

for the scores generated by Net Promoter feedback or 

for their business results. Senior leaders may need to 

A third step toward creating the right balance is to iden-

tify the most important risks to success and then design 

implementation steps to minimize those risks. Risk 

mitigation is a central element of Bain’s Results Delivery® 

toolkit. For example, a company might need to acknowl-

edge that certain skills—the ability to conduct follow-up 

calls, say—aren’t widely shared in the organization. It 

must then plan for a high degree of coaching and train-

ing to help people overcome their fear of making these 

calls and develop their skills in conducting them suc-

cessfully. Another key element of Results Delivery is 

what’s known as a sponsorship spine. The company 

creates an unbroken chain, from the senior leadership 

to the front line, consisting of people who understand 

the intent behind NPS and the mechanisms by which 

it is implemented—and who have a direct line of com-

munication to the CAO for identifying issues that need 

to be addressed.

A fi nal step toward balance: celebrating successes rather 

than punishing noncompliance. At least in the early 

Perform

Recommend

Input Agree

Decide

Recommend a decision
or action

Be accountable for performing
a decision once made

Provide input to a recommendation
 – Views may or may not be
  reflected in final proposals

Make the decision
 – Commit the
  organization
  to action

Formally agree to a decision
 – Views must be reflected
  in final proposals

Source: Bain & Company

Figure 1: RAPID® is a simple tool that can help you define the different roles in a decision process
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to the business unit and solid-line accountability to IT; 

sometimes it’s the reverse. The customer advocate po-

sition can be structured either way. 

Q. How much authority should the CAO have?

The CAO is entrusted with launching a new system of 

management, one that will eventually transform the com-

pany. So it must have the authority to develop methods 

and standards that ensure the program’s success. A 

highly effective CAO can be a catalyst for change and a 

facilitator of improved business results throughout the 

company. It’s the rare organization—particularly among 

large organizations—that successfully changes its culture 

using the Net Promoter System without the benefi t of 

a group of skilled people playing these roles.

underscore that point for business-unit leaders, and 

business-unit leaders may need to underscore it for 

their own direct reports: Responsibility for improving 

customer relationships or maintaining the value of prod-

ucts has not moved. The fi nance team isn’t responsible 

for sales growth; instead, it is responsible for facilitating 

the development of business cases designed to achieve 

sales growth. The CAO’s role is analogous.

One way to keep the business units involved is through 

people who act as liaisons with the central CAO. It’s 

sort of like IT—there’s a central IT organization, but 

there are people in each business unit who are respon-

sible for interfacing with that organization to make sure 

the central group’s capabilities match the unit’s needs. 

Sometimes those people have dotted-line accountability 

Net Promoter® and NPS® are registered trademarks of Bain & Company, Inc., Fred Reichheld and Satmetrix Systems, Inc.

Net Promoter SystemSM  is a trademark of Bain & Company, Inc., Fred Reichheld and Satmetrix Systems, Inc. 

RAPID® and Results Delivery® are registered trademarks of Bain & Company, Inc.
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