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When you need more than 
Voice of the Customer: 

Understanding the Mind-of-the-
Community™ 

ABSTRACT 
By definition strategic innovations face a higher 
degree of ambiguity and uncertainty than 
sustaining or efficiency innovations. Strategic 
innovations require new design thinking, address 
new demand dynamics and force new 
organizational behaviors. To discover them, you 
need techniques that focus on all the influencers 
of adoption – including, but not only, customers. 
This brief introduces Mind-of-the-Community™ 
(MoC), which builds upon Voice-of-the-Customer 
but, unlike VoC, specifically addresses the 
ambiguity and uncertainty inherent in strategic 
innovation.  
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 “No man means all he says, and yet very few say all they mean, for 
words are slippery and thought is viscous.  

 – Henry Adams 

Henry Ford once, and now famously, said, “If I had asked my customers what they wanted, they would 

have told me a faster horse.”i Clayton Christensen wrote a whole book about how listening to your best 

customers and doing what they ask for can blind a company to new opportunities.ii Steve Jobs said many 

times that he didn’t rely on customers to lead him to new ideas for new offerings.iii  

Yet despite these insights from individuals recognized as some of the world's most innovative, the Voice-

of-the-Customer (VoC)iv – a method used to capture the stated and unstated needs and requirements of 

the customer -- is widely used by corporations around the world. That's not surprising, since 

1. It is a structured method for getting companies to talk to their customers (and potential 
customers) and, as such, gets people out of their offices and labs and in front of customers. This 
is always a good thing. 

2. It is effective for sustaining innovations,v i.e. those innovations for which customers have a clear 
frame of reference and can imagine desired outcomes and experiences. 

By focusing on the customer community, VoC supports existing businesses and lets companies 

understand unmet needs and desires that are easily imagined. While it is a valuable tool, what VoC does 

not do is lead a company into new domains with strategic innovationsvi that change the status quo and 

the rules of the game. As an example, VoC would have led Apple astray before the iPhone came out 

since customers were almost universally adamant that they needed a physical keyboard. After Apple 

released the iPhone and people actually experienced it, it became the dominant design for  

smartphones. Voice-of-the-Customer activities to improve the smartphone after customers had 

experienced it were very effective. 

A VoC Alternative for Strategic innovation 

By definition, strategic innovations are those that create new experiences that your customers (and your 

company) cannot easily imagine today. These are the innovations that don’t fit neatly into a business' 

existing product portfolio or business model. These are the innovations that make a company 

uncomfortable and create doubt, uncertainty and pushback from the performance engine parts of the 

organization. These are the innovations that will move the needle of your future business growth.  

And, like Ford, Jobs and Christensen have all said, VoC won’t lead you there. 

Strategic innovations are characterized by a higher degree of ambiguity and uncertainty than are 

sustaining or efficiency innovations. They require new design thinking, address new demand dynamics 

and force new organizational behaviors. In order to discover them, you need to push beyond the 

constraints that current customers impose (through no fault of their own) on your thinking. For strategic 

innovations, you need more. You need tools that focus on the entire community, all of the influencers of 

adoption – including, but not only, customers. 
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One tool that enables focus on the entire influencer community is Mind-of-the-Community™ (MoC). It is 

specifically designed to address the uncertainty and ambiguity inherent in strategic opportunities and 

differs from VoC in three key areas: 

1. The Community – The community you engage with expands well beyond the customer or 
customer of your customer. The community encompasses the entire ecosystem of organizations 
and people that could potentially influence adoption. This includes your own company (more on 
this later). 

2. The Engagement – You explore a set of themes rather than work through a prepared list of 
questions. You talk to individuals in a more open-ended, less scripted way, exploring a set of 
themes and following new, unexpected paths that the dialog reveals.  

3. The Insights – You elicit information that focuses on the underlying motivations of people and 
the dynamics of adoption. This leads to insights into opportunities beyond the immediate 
experiential horizon. You focus less on specific ideas for new offerings or business models and 
more on the complexities of experience. 

These may seem counterintuitive. After all, don’t you want to understand what customers think about 

new products and services? In the world of sustaining innovation, the answer is a definite "yes" and VoC 

is appropriate, but in the world of strategic innovation, it can limit your insight and lead you astray. 

Mind-of-the-Community™ does not replace but rather builds 

upon the VoC toolkit, and a good grounding in VoC gives you the 

basic skills required for MoC. That said, MoC practitioners must 

be aware of some significant differences between the two 

methods and learn some new techniques (see table at end of 

article for a more detailed comparison). 

The Influence Communities 

Since the community of interest for strategic innovation encompasses the entire ecosystem of entities 

(persons and organizations) that can (and will) influence the ultimate adoption of a new opportunity, 

the MoC community should be much broader and diverse than that of a typical VoC effort. This 

ecosystem includes both the internal community within your own organization as well as the external 

community of influencers. 

When building a community for engagement, whether internal or external, categorizing the types of 

community members is important. That's because a key objective for any MoC undertaking is to obtain a 

diverse set of perspectives, opinions, beliefs and knowledge. The list below includes several key types of 

categories you can use to ensure diversity. For internal communities, much more information is 

generally available about individuals a-priori from others who work with them. For external community 

members, though, much of this information is unavailable prior to the engagement. Afterwards, 

however, one can assess the attributes of each individual in all of the following dimensions. 

– Role categories – For external communities, the type of organization and its place in the value 

network, along with the functional role of the individual (technical, marketing, operations etc.), can 

serve as an indicator of the type of perspective one will get from an engagement. With internal 

communities, the functional role (i.e. marketing, R&D, legal etc.) also provides an indication.  

In the world of sustaining 
innovation … VoC is entirely 

appropriate, but in the world of 
strategic innovation, it can limit 
your insight and lead you astray. 
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– Organizational Level categories – Individual contributor (IC), manager, director, VP, president, C-

suite -- these indicate a degree of influence and authority that is often relevant. In addition, 

perspectives are different at different levels. Experience has shown that individuals at the IC level 

and the highest levels often have the broadest perspective and also feel the most free to talk. It is 

also the case that ICs can have tremendous influence (and authority) within an organization, 

sometimes even more than higher-level executives (see next category). 

– Competency categories – This is one of the most elusive and ill-defined dimensions of an 

engagement community. Competency categories can be determined relatively easily for internal 

community members (see diagram below) since individuals within the organization who observe 

daily interactions possess information about the competencies of colleagues. It is much more 

difficult to determine competencies a-priori with external community members. Competencies are 

intended to differentiate those informal forces of influence that exist within any organization. Some 

people have influence because they are subject matter experts (SMEs), some because they are 

respected elders or fellows, some because they are known to get things done, some because they 

are polymaths or because of any number of other reasons.  

– Personality/Mindset categories – The personality and mindset of an individual may not be explicitly 

obvious, but they can have a distinct effect on the nature of an engagement. Clearly, it's not feasible 

to administer personality tests, but simply being aware of the big five personality traits (OCEANvii) or 

a mindset framework like CAREviii can be helpful when conducting the engagement -- and later when 

synthesizing the input received. 

– Networking/Connectedness categories – The degree of connectedness of an individual is often an 

indicator of the breadth and integrative complexity of their knowledge. Highly connected people not 

only have broader perspectives and can see different relationships, they also can point you to others 

to engage with whom you may not have thought of. There are situations, however, where you will 

want to seek out people with very specialized knowledge who may not be well connected outside 

their immediate group. Variety is the key. 

The Internal Community 

The internal community can provide insight into what it will take the organization to actually pursue a 

new strategic opportunity. The internal community also has tremendous influence on whether or not 

the organization succeeds or fails in its pursuit of a strategic opportunity.ix A true opportunity will be an 

opportunity no matter who pursues it. If your company fails in its pursuit of the opportunity, the 

opportunity doesn’t go away. It still exists and, if it is big and significant, someone else will likely 

discover it and eventually make it a reality.  

The following diagram shows one possible organization of an internal community of influence that 

should be tapped during a MoC initiative. Every organization will have a slightly different organization 

and set of labels depending on the way it is structured, its culture and the tacit rules of interaction and 

influence within the organization. Some of the categories below may be appropriate for your 

organization but there may be others that are more appropriate. In any case, it is useful to map out this 

type of influence diagram for your organization so that the influences can be made explicit and 

therefore effectively explored. 
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Figure 1 – Internal Influence Community 

As illustrated in Figure 1, there are formal and recognized lines of authority and influence represented 

by the org chart, and then there are the informal (and also tacitly recognized) paths of influence exerted 

by individuals within the organization. The categories depicted are neither mutually exclusive nor fixed; 

you can develop and use your own. 

Informal influences are often as powerful as formal ones, and they must be acknowledged and explored 

in any comprehensive MoC effort. Great opportunities have been squandered by companies because of 

internal "antibodies" that fight uncomfortable new initiatives that push the company’s boundaries. 

Internal pockets of support and resistance come from both rational and emotional sources. They are the 

Thinking-Feelingx sides of the company that determine how decisions are made and how resources are 

allocated. Understanding the adoption dynamics of the internal community is just as important as 

understanding the external community. Once you recognize where the internal pockets of support and 

pushback lie, you can address the internal dynamics that are so critical for any new strategic opportunity 

and its adoption. 

The External Community 

While the internal community sheds light on what it will take for the organization to pursue a new 

strategic opportunity, the external community informs the nature of the opportunity itself. The 

following diagram shows an example of an external ecosystem community map identifying the types of 

organizations that are important influencers. The map will differ depending on the domain being 

explored, although many of the categories are common. 
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Figure 2 – The External Influence Community 

The key is to expand your outreach beyond the obvious customers, customers of customers and end-

users to other entities in the ecosystem who have influence and enlightening perspectives. 

The Engagement 

The typical VoC interview is structured around an agenda, script and set of questions developed 

beforehand, while the MoC approach relies upon an engagement, which is structured around a dialog. 

During VoC interviews, participants often quickly shift into question-answering mode, providing answers 

that are limited in scope and then waiting for the next question. This limits exploratory dialog. 

An engagement goes where its participants take it. The key to MoC is to engage in a dialog that explores 

major themes related to the domain's future– the design, the demand and the system dynamics. 

Imagine a dinner party conversation in which you are the curious elicitor 

of stories. This type of exploratory discussion usually leads down 

unexpected paths that can reveal deep insights a direct question could 

not have addressed. But be forewarned: The MoC engagement keeps 

interviewers on their toes, since they need to be prepared to converse 

about things they had not thought of.  

While VoC emphasizes face-to-face meetings with customers, MoC does not – a teleconference is just 

fine. It is more important to have many, diverse engagements than it is to meet face-to-face. In certain 

circumstances, face-to-face can be counterproductive since these meetings require extensive 

coordination and often result in more formal and structured (and artificial) interactions. This is not to 

say that face-to-face encounters aren’t valuable when structured in the right way. Strong ethnographic 

and face-to-face interviewing capabilities are necessary for any innovation team. But don't overlook the 

advantages of in-depth dialogs using current telecommunication tools -- phone, Skype, web 

conferencing.  

Imagine a dinner party 
conversation in which 

you are the curious 
elicitor of stories 
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The Insights 

Conducting engagements is important, but what you do with the input you receive is what ultimately 

determines the success or failure of an innovation initiative. The techniques used in the MoC approach 

focus on identifying and extracting three types of insights:  

• Demand insights – related to what people and organizations will want in the future; the need 

and desire forces behind demand creation and adoption dynamics 

• Design insights – related to what is possible to create in the future; the technology effects and 

design possibilities (and constraints) that will determine future offerings 

• System insights – related to how the "system" works; the rules (intuitive, heuristic and formal) 

that govern how entities interact with one other and how this will change in the future 

The insights extracted will invariably include a mix of facts, opinions, perspectives and beliefs, not all of 

which are true, but all of which are valuable. These insights comprise the necessary learning that leads 

to the discovery and creation of new, strategic opportunities.  

*** 

The following table summarizes the key differences between VoC and MoC.  

 

Voice of the Customer Mind-of-the-Community™ 

Used to identify sustaining or efficiency 

innovations 

Used to explore and discover strategic 

opportunities 

Asks specific questions Explores general themes – follows threads 

Talks to the direct (potential) customer Engages with a diverse community, both 

internal and external 

Aims for specific requirements based on 

focused needs 

Aims for deep understanding of issues and 

dynamics 

Focuses on the offering (product or service) 

and attributes of interest 

Focuses on systems and dynamics of 

adoption 

Reveals ideas for specific offerings Reveals insights into design, demand and 

system dynamics 

Effective for getting specific and zeroing in on 

what is wanted 

Effective for zeroing in on real underlying 

motivations and dynamics 

Ignores internal barriers to creation Encompasses internal barriers to creation 
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i  There is some dispute that Ford ever said this, but it is clear that he believed in his vision despite the lack of customer 
feedback. It was both an enabling factor in his success and a constraining factor in his later inability to respond to customer 
demands. 

ii  Christensen, C. The innovators Dilemma; Harvard Business Review Press; Reprint edition; October 2013. 
iii  Jobs, S.; Interview with Business Week; May 1998; It has been pointed out many times that Apple obsessively gathers 
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descriptions and observations. 

viii  The categories of Creator, Advancer, Refiner and Executer (CARE) can be tested for and are often used in creating a Team 
Dimensions Profile to insure sufficient team diversity. 

ix  Schmitt, L. The Opportunity as Innovation Catalyst; Inovo whitepaper; 2013. 
x  Schmitt, L. The Thinking-Feeling Organization; Inovo whitepaper; 2013. 
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