Made for Me

By   Paul Herbig

Customization marketing is the capability to spec your own product and have it delivered without any great premium.  Dell has this as its sustainable competitive advantage:  order by phone or on-line and customize the PC you want and it will be delivered shortly.  Several car manufacturers are also experimenting with such a system:  spec out the exact features you want in the model of your choice and the factory will built it just for you.

MSP is another term for this phenomenon:  Me selling proposition.  Where the brand is owned by you and created for you.  In any situation where you specify the properties you desire (or in the case of Levi’s, the exact relevant physical dimensions), the end product is a made-for-exclusively you product, a one of a kind.  The creative marketer can take this one step further and allow the customer the option of designing personalized labels and even own logos and names for their customized products.

This is not a cure-all for all companies.  As you can well expect it is expensive and time consuming to create and maintain such a system.  But the payback could well be immense.  If you can do this and your competitors cannot, you have the competitive advantage and brand loyal customers to show for it.  

Many name companies have persevered and prospered by doing so.  Masterfoods, a division of Mars and maker of M&Ms, launched an on-line site called Colorfoods that offers  21 colors  customers could choose from to coat specially ordered M&Ms.  Sales are doubling every year, selling eight-ounce and five-pound customized bags on-line.  Procter and Gamble (P&G) at its reflect.com web site allows consumers to customize the design of everything from eye moisturizer to makeup.   NIKE, after revamping its manufacturing process, was able to offer custom-make sneakers.  However, problems occur with senses that cannot be easily seen or described (think Smell or Taste:  P&G did not succeed as well offering customized coffee blends brewed to consumers’ own tastes as imagine the difficulty attempting to describe by words taste and smell).

More successful are physical items:  golf clubs, clothing (Land’s End introduced customized chinos and jeans and find custom orders for those products are 40% of all similar products sold on-line).  For apparel manufacturers, an added benefit is enhanced brand loyalty to the product and company.  After a shopper has created a profile with all her specific measurements, it is then filed and can be edited or referred to at will.  Shoppers who have created customized profiles are far more likely to be repeat customers than to repeat the process with another competitor.

Customization is not just for consumer products.  General Electric Plastics put design tools on its web site that would allow client companies to configure plastics for their own particular needs:  about 210,000 employees at 70,000 companies use the service.  Both GE and its customers gain from the service: cutting development time by clients by half in many instances while allowing more efficient use of resources for GE

To do this properly, communication with the customer is essential.  Interaction with the customer.  Feedback from the customer.  And the creation of brands as a result of the customer.  There is no half-way to this effort. If you intend to create customized brands, it is an all or nothing proposition You cannot go into this effort as a PR gimmick and expect to have the same payoff.  Customers see through this instantly.  In fact, doing a halfish job will only alienate your desired target customers.  You must be genuine. The customer must have input onto the customized final product otherwise it won’t be his. The customer must be part of the solution.

How to do it:

1) View your company, your products, your  processes from the customer’s prospective.

2) Design in customization into your company processes.

3) Make it easy in every way—easy to gather information, easy to compare, easy to order, easy to support/service--for the customer

4) You can charge a premium but the more in line with the standard price of the product is the more brand loyalty will result.

MSP or mass customization is the sure way to profitability  for the “Me” “Now” generation.

