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This article introduces a practical concept that helps companies 
to create, calculate, communicate and capture the value they cre-
ate. These four pillars for value-led growth guide companies on 
three levels: they help design where strategic decisions should 
be made; they allow companies to deliver at an operational lev-
el, including every individual in the organization; and they guide 
companies to develop, which remains the ongoing process of val-
ue-led growth.

Over the last half century, companies have been strongly influ-
enced by Milton Friedman’s idea that the purpose of a company 
is to maximize profits for shareholders. Currently, many different, 
emerging phenomena are driving the world towards accelerating 
change and companies are under pressure to take a more holistic 
view on delivering value to their customers: investing in their em-
ployees; dealing fairly and ethically with their suppliers; support-
ing the communities they work in; and generating long-term value 
for their shareholders.

This shift towards value-led growth requires business manage-
ment and shareholders to change the paradigm from a produc-
tion-centred economy to a customer-centred economy. The big 
challenge for paradigm change is the lack of tools and skills. The 
practical concept Pillars4CustomerValue™ could provide busi-
ness management both the tools and platform for building skills.
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An Introduction to a Practical 
Concept of Value-Led Growth

On August 19, 2019, the Business Roundtable, 
an association of America’s leading CEOs, rede-
fined the purpose of a corporation. By signing a 
statement in which they commit to leading their 
companies for the benefit of all stakeholders, 181 
CEOs of some of America’s top companies have 
promised to deliver value to their customers; in-
vest in their employees; deal fairly and ethically 
with their suppliers; support the communities in 
which they work; and generate long-term value 
for their shareholders. (Business Roundtable, 
2019)

The change of perspective is historic. For the last 
50 years, most companies have been strongly 
guided by the idea that companies are guided by 
one and only one purpose: to generate profits for 
their shareholders. This notion was championed 
in ‘The Social Responsibility of Business Is to In-
crease Its Profits,’ an article written by Nobel Lau-
reate Milton Friedman and published in September 
1970 in The New York Times Magazine.

Friedman’s thinking has been a powerful guide to 
business leaders, and many ethically unsustain-
able solutions and decisions have been justified 
based on his views. This kind of justification con-
tinues today, as the underpinning of many ethically 
unsustainable solutions is purely economic: ‘It will 
be cheaper for us to go to court than to recognize 
and correct our mistakes’. Some also appeal to the 
law: ‘If you want us to change our policies, change 
the legislation because if it is not prohibited by 
law, we are allowed to do it’.

This phenomenon of ‘ethical fading,’ first intro-
duced by Ann E. Tenbrunsel and David M. Messick, 

occurs when we subconsciously avoid or disguise 
the moral implications of a decision. This self-de-
ception allows us to behave in immoral ways while 
maintaining the conviction that we are good, mor-
al people. Tenbrunsel and Messick ‘identify four 
enablers of self-deception, including language eu-
phemisms, the slippery slope of decision-making, 
errors in perceptual causation, and constraints in-
duced by representations of the self’.  (Tenbrunsel 
and Messick, 2004).

In everyday life, we underestimate the impact of 
our language not only on our own activities but 
also on the behaviour of others. Our actions build 
and maintain the culture around us, but so do the 
words we use. 

For 50 years, corporate management and share-
holders have justified their decisions on the 
grounds of Friedman. The Business Roundtable 
statement is a strong sign that a historically short 
but important period in time is coming to an end.

Currently, many different, emerging phenomena 
are driving the world towards accelerating change. 
Leadership is in crisis. Democracy is in crisis. An 
increasing number of people – even business lead-
ers – are saying that capitalism as we know it has 
come to an end (Georgescu, P. 2019). The fear of 
destroying our habitable environment is a major 
concern, which in itself causes unease and mental 
disorders in Western society. In addition to other 
trends, the development of digital technology  has 
already disrupted many sectors such as telecom-
munications and finance, and many other indus-
tries or fields such as transportation and medicine 
are currently in the middle of a similar disruption. 



By signing a statement 
in which they commit to 
leading their companies 
for the benefit of all 
stakeholders, 181 CEOs 
of some of America’s top 
companies have promised 
to deliver value to their 
customers; invest in their 
employees; deal fairly 
and ethically with their 
suppliers; support the 
communities in which 
they work; and generate 
long-term value for their 
shareholders. (Business 
Roundtable, 2019)
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All in all, the world is becoming more volatile, un-
certain, complex and ambiguous (Jacobsen, 2017). 

Shifting Focus from Production to Customer Val-
ue

As welcome as the Business Roundtable state-
ment is, participation in a strong statement is still 
a long way from actually leading a company in a 
way that is genuinely focused on creating value. 
Value-led growth requires business management 
and shareholders to change the paradigm from 
production-centred economy to a customer-cen-
tred economy. The big challenge for paradigm 
change is the lack of tools and skills. Companies 
have been taught to lead from the perspective of 
product, production and profit maximization. Ex-
isting concepts, thinking models, and tools sup-
port a production-driven approach to efficiency.

Changing the paradigm is easier if you do not have 
to unlearn everything you know. By changing the 
perspective of management so that the guiding 
idea is value creation, the customer becomes an 
integral part of the organization. And by starting 
to see the customer as part of the organization, 
a company can develop the current business in a 
value-based manner. Change does not need to be 
revolutionary.

The evolution towards value-led growth requires a 
concept and the tools for management to increase 
their skills to lead in a value-based way. This a pre-
requisite for a shared view that must be created, a 
map for value creation and a transparent stream 
of customer value for the whole organization. The 
Pillars4CustomerValue™ model is built to serve as 

Seeing the customer as part of the organization means 
developing a more transparent system within the 
organization. In an organization where systemic thinking is 
part of the culture, everyone understands the big picture, 
knows the common rules and recognizes their role in 
creating value.

a platform of this kind. 

Building Trust with a Transparent Stream of Cus-
tomer Value

Seeing the customer as part of the organization 
means developing a more transparent system 
within the organization. In an organization where 
systemic thinking is part of the culture, everyone 
understands the big picture, knows the common 
rules and recognizes their role in creating value. 
But remember that a company’s board of directors, 
active shareholders and management are part 
of this ecosystem or, to use the lingo of platform 
economy, they are part of the company’s “platform 
of values”. This platform of values also includes 
partners and sometimes even competitors.

Keeping the stream of customer value transparent 
is also a prerequisite for effective management. 
Customer value transparency must be realized at 
both strategic and operational levels, linked close-
ly with each other.

At best, the transparency of value management 
will deepen the trust of all stakeholders in the 
company and trust in its offering. Many studies, 
such as one by Hakanen and Soudunsaari (2012), 
confirm that, above all, with high-performing 
teams trust comes before performance. Trust is 
also a prerequisite for customer loyalty. Accord-
ing to Peter Drucker’s famous statement, ‘Culture 
eats strategy for breakfast’, meaning there is no 
strategy without culture. Following a similar line of 
thought, it could be said that ‘trust eats loyalty for 
breakfast’ – and this applies to staff, partners and 
customers alike.
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Four Pillars for Value-Led Growth

Unfortunately, in many companies, managing 
customer value is considered solely a marketing 
function, and management of the customer expe-
rience is often still seen as operational and little 
else. In this case, there is a risk that the invest-
ments in customer experience will not be meas-
ured comprehensively, that the potential returns 
on investment will be largely unexploited, or that 
investments will be directed in the wrong parts of 
the value chain. At worst, strategic opportunities 
to develop earnings are missed, and therefore fu-
ture returns are lost.

The Pillars4CustomerValue™ concept divides val-
ue management into four areas*: creating, cal-
culating, communicating and capturing value. 
These four areas of value creation are strategically 
shaped (Design) and each part of value creation is 

See Table 1

Value-led growth is a process that will 
never be completed, which is why we 
should add a third level of leadership 
alongside Design and Deliver. The third 
level should be called development 
(Develop). 

built in an operational way (Deliver). (Kotler, 2017)
None of these elements of value creation build val-
ue alone. All are needed to create transparent val-
ue, just as everyone in an organization must con-
tribute to the creation of value. Value-led growth 
is a process that will never be completed, which is 
why we should add a third level of leadership along-
side Design and Deliver. The third level should be 
called development (Develop). 

®
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Design Customer Value: Leading 
Strategic Competitive Advantages

Designing a strategy from the perspective of val-
ue creation is certainly the most challenging part 
of the concept for corporate management, where 
people are used to creating strategies based on 
productive capability. A company’s capability is 
also a key factor in shaping strategy from the per-
spective of customer value, but the viewpoint on 
using capability and developing future capabili-
ties changes. The first step is to build a desirable 
competitive advantage based on the customer’s 
motives, and then assess the ability of the organi-
zation to create it.

Create Value: Identify Competitive Advantages, 
Opportunities and Barriers to Purchase

The customer’s choice motives guide their de-
cisions. Customers assess our competitive ad-
vantage in the market based on their personal 
motives. Although choice motives do not change 
rapidly, their importance in decision-making 
changes as the market and environment change. 
Thus, the importance of various motives may also 
vary in different markets.

As we work on better understanding our compet-
itive advantage in the market, we will learn how 
strong it is, how well we have been able to create 
customer value so far, and what that value is based 
on. It is also important to identify potential barri-
ers to purchase and to find new opportunities in 
the market to create customer value.

In the long term, the success of the strategy will be 
measured by whether the competitive advantage 
of the company grows. In order to monitor the re-
sults of our work, we should link the measurement 
of the competitive advantage to strategic custom-
er value metrics.

Key questions:
• Who are our customers?
• What do our customers value?
• How can we create that value to gain competi-

tive advantage?

Calculate Value: Effect of Customer Value on 
Company Value

The strategic measurement of how customer val-
ue will develop should also be considered when 
measuring the value of the company itself. Inves-
tors who are considered to be pioneers are already 
measuring the value of their customer base, con-
sidering, of course, the expected return on invest-
ment as well. Each company can develop a way to 
include customer value metrics for itself.

Strategic metrics must be linked to operational 
metrics and to the development of competitive 
advantage. Every company needs to use the met-
rics that are right for its business. For example, 
companies providing digital and consumer servic-
es already measure customer lifetime value (CLV). 
In addition to calculating the value of the compa-
ny’s customer portfolio, B2B companies could use 
the CLV metric to allocate investments.

In the long term, the success of the 
strategy will be measured by whether the 
competitive advantage of the company 
grows. 
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Key questions:
• How can we increase customer lifetime value 

(CLV)?
• How far ahead can we predict future cash 

flows?
• How does customer value affect the value of a 

company? 

Communicate Value: The Balance Between Words 
and Action

Actions speak louder than words. The company’s 

brand is above all built on actions – actions that are 
in line with the company story. Companies should 
consider which of their actions could or should 
change so that the customer’s experience of the 
value the company creates changes. By adjusting 
actions, the company can bring its story to life.

Action is the key to implementing strategy, and a 
key question for the board and management team 
is ‘How do we make change possible, safe, and in-
spiring?’. A balance must be struck between words 
and actions.

See Table 2
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Key questions:
• Are our actions in line with the value and com-

petitive advantages we want to build?
• What do we need to make change possible, 

safe, and inspiring?

Capture Value: A Customer-Centric Approach to 
Balance Sheet

When looking at turnover, financial results, cash 
flow, and growth metrics, it’s easy for the custom-
er to disappear in the profit and loss calculations. 
Only by examining the customer’s experience of 
value and comparing it with our ability to create 
customer value can we ask whether our business 
model and earnings logic serve the customer’s ex-
perience of value.

Strategy work must begin by considering and 
questioning these two factors in a creative way. 
The aim is to find a strong correlation between 

customer-perceived value and the company’s 
earning logic, which will then make the company 
business model part of the customer-perceived 
value. In this way, the customer need not be just a 
number in the profit and loss account. Instead, the 
customer value is considered capital on the com-
pany balance sheet. Due to accounting legislation, 
it is not yet possible to officially include customers 
in calculations this way, but a due diligence report 
outlining customer capital value will shed light on 
the development of the company’s customer re-
lationships. This document can then be attached 
to accounts or distributed internally, directing the 
organization towards value growth. 

Key questions:
• Does our business model create value to the 

customer?
• Is our business model building us stronger 

competitive advantages in the future?

See Table 3

®



Only by examining the 
customer’s experience 
of value and comparing it 
with our ability to create 
customer value can we 
ask whether our business 
model and earnings logic 
serve the customer’s 
experience of value.
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Deliver Customer Value: Less Is More

When considering customer value, less is more. 
If everyone in your organization knew the effects 
of their work on customer value – encouraging the 
customer to buy a little more, a little more often, 
or at a higher price – what difference might that 
make? You could  measure productivity and effi-
ciency in a way that allows the metrics to accu-
rately reflect everyone’s ability to create value.

In order to put change into motion, an organization 
must first assess its ability to create value. This 
self-assessment will provide the organization with 
a baseline metric similar to the competitive advan-
tage analysis that also encompasses the customer 
base and market as a whole. Together, these anal-
yses provide an idea of the work to be done in or-
der for the organization to put value creation at its 
core. This work will include developing the compa-
ny’s know-how, culture, products or services.

After information has been collected and inter-
preted, these insights must be implemented in 
a concrete way – by teams and individuals alike. 
It is important to manage implementation in an 
encouraging and appreciative way, making sure 
everyone involved remains engaged.
 
Create Value: What Increases Customer Value? 

When the entire organization is harnessed to find 
solutions, make choices, and generate ways to cre-
ate value, strategic decisions become more con-
crete, particularly those relating to customer-per-
ceived value arising from competitive advantage. 
Operational performance requires transparency 
so that everyone shares a common understand-
ing of the role and value of each person within the 
whole.

As mentioned, implementing customer value must 
happen on a concrete level, through the actions of 
teams and individuals. 

Key questions:
• What concrete actions increase the value the 

customer perceives?
• Which features of our products and services 

will enhance our competitive advantage?
• What is our team’s role in creating customer 

value?
• How can we help others in their work?
• How do I create value in my role?
• Am I focusing on the right things? 

Calculate Value: Control of Operational Metrics

The strategic customer lifetime value (CLV) cal-
culation is directly linked to operational sales 
metrics. In many organizations, simply combining 
sales metrics – customer invoicing, profitability, 
and potential – with customer experience metrics 
would help organizations to understand and pro-
actively develop their own operations.

A competitive analysis is beneficial in that it also 
provides an overview of the differences in the mo-
tives of customer choices, their relative impor-
tance, and competitive advantages among differ-
ent customer segments. By combining insights 
from the competitive analysis with operational 
sales metrics, the ability to successfully develop 
a company’s offerings for different customer seg-
ments increases. It may also become more obvi-
ous which customer segments merit more focus 
and which should lessen in priority.

When everyone learns to evaluate their own work 
in relation to the value-based metrics, the worth 

If everyone in your organization knew the effects of their 
work on customer value – encouraging the customer to buy 
a little more, a little more often, or at a higher price – what 
difference might that make? 
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of using these metrics increases exponentially. 
Consistent evaluation of work and active feedback 
from the team and supervisor form the basis for 
a culture in which the strategic action can be de-
veloped together with respect and support for the 
customers and everyone at the company.

Key questions:
• Who are our most profitable customers?
• How committed are they?
• What is the potential value we can create with 

our customers?
• How can I measure the value I create?
• How is my value performance measured?

Communicate Value: A Vital Part of Building a 
Good Business Culture

The creation of a competitive advantage based on 
customer value is measured not only by absolute 
metrics, but above all by how well the whole organ-
ization builds value through its actions and mes-
sages. This demonstrates how the organization’s 
culture supports and reinforces the creation of 
value. It also indicates how much work is required 
to change the culture.

The company’s marketing and communications 
department is largely responsible for external 
communications, but it can be argued that this 
department has an even greater responsibility for 
ensuring that everyone in the organization has the 
knowledge and understanding of their own ability 
and responsibility to create a good customer value 
experience.
 
Key questions:
• Do our actions support customer-perceived 

value and our competitive advantages?
• Are we communicating about the right things, 

in a timely manner, via the right channels?
• How do we help the whole organization create 

value?
• Which of my actions creates customer-per-

ceived value?
• How do I communicate customer value in my 

work? 

Capture Value: Towards Value-Based Pricing

A positive financial outcome is the result of a com-
pany successfully generating value for the custom-
er. The financial result is therefore a consequence, 
not an objective in itself. Understanding this key 
change of mindset will also help all members of an 
organization to assess the impact their operations 
have on the company’s cash flow and profit in the 
short and long term. The development of custom-
er value and competitive advantage must be re-
flected in the development of cash flow and profit.
The development of value-based pricing is a good 
step in this direction.

However, before the company can move to val-
ue-based strategic pricing, it must first gain in-
sight about the customer value it generates. As 
a logical consequence of this development, the 
need for time-based or product-based pricing will 
be eliminated.

An ambitious company should work towards hav-
ing every person in the organization habitually 
evaluating the impact of their own work on the 
company cash flow. Is it possible to start measur-
ing staff value generation instead of staff produc-
tivity?

Key questions:
• Can we turn the customer perceived value into 

cash flow?
• Have we implemented value-based pricing?
• How does my work turn into cash flow?

Develop Customer Value: Develop 
Culture

Decisions and their implementation matter. The 
development of customer value will never be a fin-
ished project, but rather, the company’s culture 
will continually develop if the company’s actions 
are guided by value and purpose.
A system-wide improvement in customer value 
and competitive advantages will occur in the or-
ganization that sees concrete changes in what it 
does. It is important that projects, decisions and 
developments – including those that may even-
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tually be cancelled – are properly reflected in the 
organization as a whole. In a culture guided by cus-
tomer value, everyone’s contribution to value crea-
tion is appreciated.

Key questions:
• What cultural changes we need and how can 

we support the change?
• What are the next steps for creating value?
• How do our actions affect on a strategic and 

operational level?
• Where do we get the best return on investment 

for a short and a long term?

See Table 4

®
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What Happens to Shareholder Value?

Those who support Milton Friedman’s thinking are 
concerned with shareholder value and its develop-
ment. If a company is no longer led on the basis of 
increasing shareholder value, what interest will in-
vestors have in this company? This concern is jus-
tified. We need investors and entrepreneurs who 
are ready to bear the financial risk of investing. 
The risk is also always priced – that is, the invest-
ment is subject to a risk-based return expectation.

The return on investment is the profit that a com-
pany will distribute to its shareholders, as well as 
the investors’ faith in the company’s future income, 
whereby the market sets a price on the ownership 
and the investor can earn this profit in the future 
by selling their shares.

The ability of a company to generate positive cash 
flow and achieve results is thus reflected in an in-
crease in shareholder value. However, the ability 
of a company to increase cash flow depends on its 
ability to create customer value that turns into a 
competitive advantage. The increase in customer 
value increases the ownership value. The compa-
ny’s competencies must be harnessed and devel-
oped to create customer value.

Should an enlightened investor also be interested 
in the company’s ability to create customer value? 
Should it go so far as to require corporate man-
agement to be transparent about the company’s 

ability to create value for its investors? This is what 
the pioneer investors are already doing. Venture 
capitalists are interested in customer relation-
ships, exploring this aspect in their due diligence 
process. If there’s a debate, then, it will be about 
whether the information related to customer re-
lationships should be available to smaller private 
investors.

In a Harvard Business Review article, chair emeri-
tus Jack Brennan from Vanguard, the mutual fund 
company, encourages investors to put pressure on 
the Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB), 
which regulates investor information. (Markey and 
Fader, 2020) This, in part, demonstrates that cus-
tomer value is increasing in importance among in-
vestors. 

In March 2018, a report published in Finland ad-
dressed the importance of customer value for 
company boards and management. According to 
the report, less than one fifth of Finnish boards 
and management groups have strategic customer 
expertise. The report also revealed that corporate 
management and board members cannot often 
tell the difference between strategic and opera-
tional customer value expertise. (Rautakorpi 2020)

Those at the most advanced end of the respond-
ent group reported that customers were on the 
agenda at every board meeting, and board mem-
bers had strategic expertise regarding the cus-
tomer path, customer experience and measuring 

In March 2018, a report published in Finland addressed 
the importance of customer value for company boards 
and management. According to the report, less than one 
fifth of Finnish boards and management groups have 
strategic customer expertise. The report also revealed 
that corporate management and board members cannot 
often tell the difference between strategic and operational 
customer value expertise. (Rautakorpi 2020)
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these. In the best companies, the customer is al-
ready seen as part of the organization – shaping 
the service and products they want to use and pur-
chase. The board of directors, management and 
operational staff engage in active dialogue with 
customers and make extensive use of customer 
data. These companies also understand that even 
the best data does not replace genuine dialogue.

Fortunately, according to the report, the attitude 
of the boards and management groups is not 
an issue. The customers are valued and believe 
the business is to be developed according to the 
needs of customers. However, actions fall short 
with a lack of knowledge and tools, even if inten-
tions are good.

Academic Research Is Needed

Distinguished academic research on customer 
value has not gained sufficient attention in practi-
cal business management. The time is now right to 
focus on this area. A basis for system-wide devel-
opment of customer value exists in strong contem-
porary trends, such as demand for accountability; 
respect for our environment and transparency in 
environmental impact; the crisis of leadership and 
democracy; and the support for transparency in 
technology. The academic world would contribute 
greatly to this development.

Ideally, more research to support the develop-
ment of system-wide customer value will be done, 
helping to build a shared, standardized concept of 
what value stands for. It is time for the academic 
world to take up the challenge to examine compa-
nies that are led by building customer value sys-
tem-wide. What can be learned together?

 In the best companies, the 
customer is already seen 
as part of the organization 
– shaping the service and 
products they want to use 
and purchase. The board 
of directors, management 
and operational staff 
engage in active dialogue 
with customers and make 
extensive use of customer 
data.
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Arvoa luova strategia
Arvoa luova strategia tekee 
asiakasarvon virtauksesta 
läpinäkyvää. Sen avulla 
organisaatiossa jokaisen on 
mahdollista löytää oma roolinsa 
asiakasarvon rakentamisessa.

Mitattava kilpailuetu
Autamme B2B -yrityksiä 
tunnistamaan asiakasarvon 
lähteet ja mittaamaan 
kilpailuedun kehittymistä 
markkinassa ja valituissa 
asiakassegmenteissä.

Asiakasarvon mittaaminen
Asiakasarvon mittaristo 
auttaa jokaista B2B-yritystä 
parantamaan kannattavuuttaan, 
kasvattamaan investointiensa 
tuottoja ja kehittämään 
kilpailukykyään.

Asiakasarvon auditoinnit
Asiakasarvon auditointi antaa 
realistisen näkymän yrityksen ja 
sen organisaation kyvykkyyteen 
luoda vahvaa kilpailuetua 
markkinassa.

Valmennukset ja KeyNote
Valmennamme 
hallituksia, johtoryhmiä ja 
liiketoimintajohtoa strategisen 
asiakasarvon luomisessa, 
mittaamisessa ja johtamisessa.

Palvelut

Arvova auttaa sinua kääntämään 
asiakasarvon kassavirraksi, 
selvittämään arvon tuottamisen 
pahimmat pullonkaulat ja 
suuntaamaan investoinnit oikein.
Pia Rautakorpi
Customer Value Innovator
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pia@arvova.com
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