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Customer-Based Execution & Strategy for Educational Institutions1 
 
 

This note describes the concept and implementation of a Customer-Based Execution and Strategy 

(CUBES). As shown in Figure 1, a customer-based approach uses three models.  

  

 

Figure 1. Customer-Based Execution and Strategy  
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WHY CUSTOMERS? 

 

Customers provide firms cash flow in the form of sales, royalties, and fees. For non-profits, such as 

schools and clinics, non-paying customers are an equally important source of cash flow. For example, 

a public school is paid a fixed fee per enrolled student by the school district, while a clinic’s grant 

funding may be tied to its number of patients. 

 

 

 

 

CUSTOMER MODEL 

We could stick a sign outside this hall tonight and put ‘rock concert’ on it, and we’d have one kind of 

crowd come in. And we could put ‘ballet,’ and we’d have a somewhat different kind of crowd come in. 

Both crowds are fine. But it's a terrible mistake to put rock concert out there if you're going to have a 

ballet, or vice versa. 

      Warren Buffet, CEO, Berkshire Hathaway  
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Step 1b: Customer-needs analysis. Customer segmentation is the process of dividing customers 

into different groups (or segments) such that they have relatively similar needs. Thus, firms want 

customers within a segment to be similar and customers across segments to be different. 

 

For strategic planning, the most useful way to segment customers is based on the needs a firm can 

satisfy. Rather than rely on intuition, the best way to determine customer needs is to use a 

structured methodology known as the voice-of-the-customer.  

 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2909989
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the United States, and a large majority of families qualify for free-and reduced lunch. Based on the 

voice-of-the customer methodology, customer needs were identified, weighted, and rated.  

 

The analysis identified seven needs (shown in different colors in Figure 2) and weighted them to 

allow prioritization. District leaders learned academic progress and rating, along with safety, 

constituted almost 66% of customer needs. Contrary to popular belief, the needs were virtually 

identical among different parent groups: African American, Asian, Caucasian, and Hispanic/Latino.  

 

Figure 2. Customer Needs & Weights for Parents in Urban School District 

 
 

 

Based on the analysis, the district focused its efforts on academics and safety to meet the needs of its 

target customers.  
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2). which the organization is at parity or superior to the competition. If the organization rates below 

the competition on important customer needs, then it must divert resources to improve performance 

to build parity or superiority on positioning points. 
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EXECUTION MODEL 

 

“Marketing isn’t somebody’s responsibility; marketing is everyone’s responsibility.” 

Jack Welch, CEO, General Electric Co., 1981-2001 

 

The goal of an execution model is to develop a consistent, repeatable operating plan to deliver on key 

customer needs for target segments. This entails three steps:  
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Figure 3a. Customer Needs & Weights for an MBA Program 

 

Assigning weights to its customers’ needs enabled the administration to develop a positioning 

statement, which had never been done before. The positioning statement is detailed in Table 2.  
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• An additional analysis identified the execution levers of academics and extracurricular activities. 

The execution levers led to several activities:   
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Figure 3b. Execution Levers for Academics in MBA Program 

 

 

 

Figure 3c. Execution Levers for Extracurricular Activities in MBA 

Program 
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FINANCIAL MODEL 

“Don't tell me what you value. Show me your budget, and I'll tell you what you value.” 

Joe Biden, former Vice-President of the United States 

An organization’s budget allocation reflects its strategic priorities. Studies have shown firms that 

align their budget to customer needs are more successful than firms that do not. 

Tiffany & Co. and Walmart are both successful retailers with different customer needs. Tiffany’s 

customers require high levels of service and advice and do not need 24-hour access (i.e., they value 

convenience less). Walmart’s customers are willing to give up customer service for low prices and 

convenience.  

Table 3. Budget Alignment at Walmart and Tiffany & Co. 
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management was asked to break down two categories, salaries and services, into different categories 

for budget alignment.  

 

Table 4. Financial Budget Versus Customer-Alignment Budget 
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Ultimately, nothing is free. Any activity, even if unpaid, consumes time and coordination resources. 

In one school, the principal reduced the number of student clubs from 83 to seven, not only allowing 

the school to support each club better, but also saving teachers time that could be re-invested in 

tutoring. Scholastic performance improved after the reduction. 

 

ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS 
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There are more than $90 million dollars from 50 different private funders supporting 

hundreds of programs in Newark's 94 schools, including the matching funds pledged by Mr. 

Zuckerberg's Start Up Foundation. Unfortunately, with a survey of school principals 

conducted last year, we have also found that nearly half of these programs are clustered in 

fewer than 10 schools...An array of seemingly unconnected programs based on questionable 

premises have taken root. Such programs include an attempt to improve literacy through 

yoga and an effort to improve students' social skills with the adoption of classroom pets.  

 

 

 


