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Abstract

Increasingly  complex  products  and  services,  as  well  as  the  continuing  trend  of  customer
participation  in  service  creation  processes,  reinforce  the  need  for  companies  to  provide
customers with the necessary stimulus, knowledge and skills so that they can obtain and/or
use  said  products  and  services  in  a  value-adding  manner.  This  is  where  the  customer
education approach starts. This paper outlines the fundamental aspects of the current state of
research and practice of customer education, as well as possible barriers which can occur in
the implementation process and the need to overcome those barriers in order to use customer
education successfully.

Keywords:  customer  education;  implementation;  relationship  marketing;  organizational
challenge

1. Introduction, Objectives and Research Question

In recent decades,  the intricacy of many products and services has increased,  product life
cycles have become shorter and numerous innovations in technical and organizational terms
characterize multiple industries (Davenport et al.  2020; Kumar et al.  2018). One area that
represents a very special challenge for the customers of a company is the continuing trend of
customer participation in the operational  service processes of a company (Mustak et  al.
2016; Ajitha et al. 2019).

Customer participation takes place at different levels (see, e.g., Siems 2014, 253ff):

 On  the  one  hand,  customers  are  often  involved  in  the  innovation  process of
companies  in  order  to  achieve  customer  proximity  and/or  save  costs  (Enkel  et  al.
2005;  Lau  et  al.  2010).  The  customer  becomes  a  co-designer  (Siems  2014,  255;
Berger/Piller  2003).  Special  forms of application include approaches such as mass
customization or open innovation (Siems 2014, 255f; Pine 1993; Piller/Tseng 2010).
The latter is especially discussed in the field of “innovation management” (see, e.g.
Pine 1993; Piller/Tseng 2010), which can be considered as a separate management
research area related to the field of “marketing”, but also linked to it.

 On the other hand, the customer – especially in the case of services – is often involved
in the production process of the service itself (see, e.g., Gouthier/Schmid 2003; Siems
2014, 255ff). This used to be considered as an institutional feature of many services as
well  as theories  itself  on the topic of “service marketing” (see,  e.g.,  Bruhn/Georgi
2006,  442;  Siems  2014,  257).  Today,  however,  the  actual  degree  of  customer
participation  is  increasingly  seen  as  a  strategic  option  and  not  just  for  service
providers (see, e.g., Siems 2014, 258).

Both forms of customer participation necessitate that customers are both willing and able to
contribute constructively in such a way that they derive the greatest possible benefit from the
service  without  damaging  the  company,  which  according  to  the  current  state  of  research
cannot always be regarded as given (see, e.g., Fisk et al.  2010; Daunt/Harris 2011; Siems
2014;  Greer  2015).  In  addition  to  intentional  misconduct  by  customers  due to  their  own
interest contrary to the company, the overstrain of the customer can also become a problem,



which can lead to  “Customer Burnout” (Moutongho Nzengue et al. 2012; Schönitz et al.
2020). 

This is where Customer Education applies: It tries to provide customers with the necessary
incentives and knowledge so that they can utilize the products and services in a value-adding
manner, which thus increases customer satisfaction and customer loyalty as well as saving
company resources (see, e.g., Antonios 2011; Suh et al. 2015; Schönitz et al. 2020). The aim
of this paper is to provide some up-to-date insights into this increasingly relevant topic, which
is becoming more important and clearly classified as an appropriate marketing trend (Chapter
2), as well as to address some possible implementation barriers of customer education that
need to be solved for a successful application (Chapter 3). At the end of this paper (Chapter 4)
a short conclusion is drawn as well as limitations and an outlook are given. 

2. Conceptual Framework

Over the last few decades, there has been an increase in the number of studies in the research
field of  customer education,  which shows the trend and  the increasing relevance of  the
approach for practice and research (Aubert 2007; Antonios 2011; Bell et al. 2017; Schönitz et
al. 2020). Looking back to the rise of Customer Education (CE), the initial definition of CE
was outlined by Meer (1984).  He defined CE as an organized learning activity,  which is
intentionally  conceptualized  by a  company,  to  transmit  attitudes,  knowledge and skills  to
existing or potential customers (Meer 1984, vii). Meanwhile, Honebein (1997, 8) defines CE
as a more process-orientated activity of a company. Stolz-Römmermann et al. (2019, 286)
combine and expand the previous definition to include the aspects of a relationship-oriented
marketing understanding, which means that CE is a systematically initiated learning activity
by  a  company  to  empower  customers  to  consume  products  with  the  aim  to  sustainably
strengthen the customer relationship (Business-to-Business and Business-to-Customer) (ibid;
Stolz  et  al.  2017,  7).  The  previous  definitions  place  a  specific  focus  on  the  transfer  of
knowledge  and skills,  but  educational  methods  that  condition  the  customer  into  the  right
behavior should also be taken into account. Schönitz et al. (2020) showed that an authoritative
style of education is advisable for CE.

Furthermore, those definitions include the transfer of information to customers which could
lead  incorrectly  to  the  research  field  of  consumer  information  and  therefore  needs  to  be
delimited from CE. According to Burton (2002, 130f) the differentiation between information
and education lies in the so-called information-education continuum, where CE is defined as a
high knowledge distance between company and consumers, while a low knowledge distance
between company and consumer is regarded as consumer information.  Another distinctive
feature is the presentation of information. If a message is purely informative and does not
imply any changes in behavior, then it is customer information (ibid; Stolz-Römmermann et
al. 2019).

A  further  similar  sounding  but  distinguished  term  is  Consumer  Education.  This  is  an
education program which is led by public organizations (such as non-profit organizations,
schools, governments, etc.) in order to protect, educate and enable citizens to make informed
decisions when it comes to consumption (Bloom 1976; Aubert 2007; Stolz-Römmermann et
al. 2019). 



Several studies in the literature have already shown the positive effects of CE on customer
satisfaction (Aubert 2007), perceived product usage (ibid.), customer loyalty (Bell/Eisingerich
2007; Suh et al. 2015), customer retention (Retana et al. 2015) and perceived service quality
(Suh et al. 2015). Based on these results, it can be assumed that CE serves as an appropriate
tool for relationship marketing (see e.g. Gummesson 1987; Bejou 1997; Bruhn 2016), as CE
seems  to  be  a  requirement  to  generate  long-term  relationships  but  also  an  upstream  or
supporting construct to create  as well  as maintain customer satisfaction  or loyalty  (Stolz-
Römmermann 2019).

In practice, companies can offer different  communication tools to educate – especially in
terms of supporting – their customers. One way is to use suggestions in the form of posters or
manuals in order to explain how to use a specific product or service (Henning-Thurau 2000,
Schönitz  et  al.  2020).  A  possibility  for  enhancing  this  approach  is  to  use  nudges
(Thaler/Sunstein  2008).  A  nudge is  defined  as  any  attempt  to  influence  an  individual’s
judgment, choice or behavior in a predictable way by using a specific psychological effect,
i.e., cognitive boundaries, biases, routines and habits in individual and social decision-making
(Thaler/Sunstein 2008; Hansen 2016, 174). The hotel sector where the nudge effect of social
norms is used to educate customers offers an example: It is a well-known rule that bath towels
will be taken away and new ones provided by the hotel staff, when the old one is left lying on
the floor. This service can be exploited by customers to obtain a fresh towel on a daily basis,
which is not the intended service of a hotel. Therefore, the application of a nudge could be the
creation and distribution of posters for the hotel bathrooms which indicate that every second
customer  uses  their  bath  towel  several  times  before  requesting  a  fresh  one.  Due  to  this
approach, the customer is prompted to reconsider their behavior and trained/nudged to behave
correctly.  The  example  just  given  was  deliberately  chosen  to  be  simple  in  order  to
demonstrate the basic idea and make it vivid. Nevertheless, far more complex applications are
conceivable and possible. Last but not least, transfers to the B2B area with a view to more
complex technical products and services are possible. 

A further approach of CE is the usage of the Poka-Yoke principle developed by the Japanese
engineer  Shigeo  Shingo.  The  goal  of  Poka-Yoke  is  to  minimize  human  errors  through
minimalistic mechanisms (Shahin/Ghasemaghaei 2010; Schönitz et al. 2020). One example
for the implementation of Poka-Yoke in CE could be the pop-up message of an imminent
expiration of a subscription or an upcoming update to avoid losing the full  potential  of a
software (Schönitz et al.  2020). Especially with regard to services, Poka-Yoke approaches
(“Service Poka-Yoke”) seem to be useful in order to support or guarantee the "correct" use of
the service, for example (see e.g. Shahin/Ghasemaghaei 2010; Brust et al. 2015). 

Another, controversial approach to educating individuals is forcing customers to adopt certain
behaviors by using  prohibitions and/or rules. The aim is to avoid customer errors in the
usage  of  a  product  or  services  which  could  either  harm  customers  and/or  the  company
(Schönitz et al. 2020). For example, in hotel rooms or restaurants, smoking is not permitted
due to the possible damage to furniture and the annoyance to other customers. Individuals
who ignore the rules run the risk of being required to leave. 

In terms of digitalization and future research, the view of CE will be interesting. Schönitz et
al. (2020) assume that digitalization could increase the complexity of services and thus the
need for CE, but at the same time open up new solution possibilities and applications (i.e., in
the form of apps). 



The above-mentioned explanations show that CE is already being used indirectly in many
practices without being noticed. The challenge for practice and science is therefore to raise
awareness for this approach. This includes the necessity of implementing CE as an instrument
in companies. The first approaches towards the organizational implementation of CE have
already been discussed in literature (Hilton et al. 2020; Hochstein et al. 2020). In the USA
especially,  vacancies for  “Customer Education Managers” are already appearing (Stolz-
Römmermann 2020). Besides the organizational implementation, it is important to consider
possible barriers to implementation, which will be discussed in the following section. 

3. Discussion:  Organizational  Barriers  to  the  Implementation  of  Customer
Education

The planning, development and introduction of CE means not only alterations for customers
(who are in a relationship with the organization), but also a change in the working methods
and processes for the organization (in relation to the customers). From the perspective of
organizational  research,  the implementation  of  CE needs organizational  change (Schirmer
2007; Dawson/Andriopoulos 2017, 26), because technological change (e.g., the introduction
of IT systems), a change in the organization of work (e.g., completely new activities such as
the  support  of  social  media  accounts,  provision  of  technical  support  teams)  and  cultural
change (e.g., the development and consolidation of a value-based customer orientation) work
in conjunction with one another. 

Organizational members usually meet such novel ideas with skepticism, which can manifest
itself as resistance to the implementation of CE. Resistance here can be seen as passive or
active attempts by employees and managers to prevent, delay or allow the tapering off of the
implementation of CE (Ford et al. 2008; Schirmer/Geithner 2018; Buchanan/Badham 2020).
Indicators  for  active  resistance (Palmer  et  al.  2016)  could  include  the  following:  the
exaggerated criticism of CE actions (e.g.,  too expensive,  too much personnel expenditure,
unable  to  be  mastered  technically),  bad-mouthing  of  success  (e.g.,  customers  would  be
educated to “smart  shoppers”),  dramatizing of mistakes  and failures  (e.g.,  when customer
onboarding does  not  work  properly  due  to  technical  problems)  or  mocking  of  the  entire
approach (e.g., talking about “children” instead of “customers” in other contexts).  Passive
resistance (ibid.) is less conspicuous, but also an implementation barrier. It shows itself in the
form of hypocritical approval of CE as well as silence (e.g., in meetings). These are indicators
for passive resistance which can hinder the implementation of CE as a learning system. 

In order to deal with organizational resistance towards CE in an appropriate manner, it  is
important  to  have an  understanding for  its  reasons. This  requires  an assessment  of  the
potential effects of change and of the implementation process (“stakeholder mapping”; see,
e.g.,  Buchanan/Badham  2020,  238;  Cummings  et  al.  2020,  173).  It  is  known  from
organizational research that barriers of willingness (political barriers; interests are negatively
affected) as well as barriers of knowledge and ability are crucial reasons for resisting change.
The first mentioned barrier can be simplified as the following question: “What is in it for
me?” With regard to CE, for example, the uncertainty of employees about the consequences
of rationalization which leads to new IT systems (e.g., IT-supported onboarding) can cause
resistance. The employees expect to be among the victims of this change. In terms of barriers
of knowledge and ability, fears of excessive demands can arise, e.g., when redesigning tasks



in the course of implementing a new social media strategy. This usually triggers resistance.
Moreover,  the  development  of  a  customer-oriented  culture  is  particularly  important  for
anchoring the CE approach (Schönitz et al.  2020). However, cultural  change is extremely
challenging (Schein 2016, Cummings et al.  2020, 466) and generates resistance when, for
example,  the  identities  of  employees  (“what  do  I  stand  for  in  the  organization?”)  are
questioned by cultural change or when employees at luxury brands are stigmatized because
they  do  not  fulfil  the  expectations  of  luxury  brand  clients  in  close  customer  contact
(Dion/Borraz 2017). 

The problems are likely to be exacerbated by the interdisciplinary nature of CE, especially
with regard to the barriers of ability and willingness. Management, which is responsible for
the implementation of the approach of CE, can be used as an example of the interdisciplinary
problem.  Usually,  management  is  accustomed  to  their  daily  work  and  trained  with  an
economic or technical background. Accordingly,  barriers may arise here in relation to the
unfamiliar  area of  education.  In addition,  interactions  between the  barrier  of ability  and
barrier  of  willingness  can  be  expected,  which  can  reinforce  the  aforementioned  problem
(Talib et al. 2011).

Overcoming  implementation  barriers depends  on  how  the  executive  staff’s  (and
employees’) understanding of the resistance’s potential and their role in process changes have
developed (Ford et al. 2008; Palmer et al. 2016; Buchanan/Badham 2020, 266f). Leaders who
see themselves more in an administrative role are more likely to strive to overcome or break
resistance to CE, or to rely on a failure of the forces of resistance (“resistance is futile”). They
tend to use incentive and power strategies. Leaders who see themselves more in a supportive
and  coaching  role  for  their  employees  and  want  to  create  a  positive  context  for  the
implementation  of  CE are  more  likely  to  strive  to  explain  goals,  measures  and ways  of
implementing CE and to jointly look for the causes of resistance. They will help employees,
for example through dialogue and participation (Cummings et al. 2020, 26), to accept CE and
to support the implementation. They also tend to view resistance as foreshadowing signs of a
dilemma and use it as a resource to improve the quality of organizational change processes
(Ford et al. 2008; Palmer et al. 2016). 

4. Conclusions, Limitations, Outlook

Customer Education is a noticeable trend in corporate practice and its relevance, which has
been demonstrated  conceptually  in  the  paper,  will  continue  to  increase.  As shown,  when
trying to implement CE approaches successfully, a lot of organizational barriers should be
observed, have to be considered and taken into account for a successful implementation.

The  paper  focused  on  organizational  barriers  and  in  doing  so  attempted  to  provide  an
overview, noting some limitations. First of all, it seems to be useful to focus on some of these
barriers in more detail and to discuss them more intensively than possible in this framework.
Furthermore, it seems necessary to consider other possible further organizational as well as
non-organizational barriers.
Another limitation is the choice of the conceptual approach. On the basis of this approach,
however, further empirical research can be conducted in order to obtain a foundation for the
theory and to make effects visible.



For more detailed and/or empirical future research, it seems useful in the context of barriers to
CE to research the differences between (simple and non-simple)  products and (simple or
non-simple) services and the degree of their complexity from the customer's perspective, as
this  may  have  an  influence  on  the  relevance  as  well  as  the  degree  of  CE.  Furthermore,
comparisons between existing and new customers are useful, as the former have a different
knowledge  base.  Furthermore,  differences  between  B2B and  B2C interaction  have  to  be
considered,  since  in  many cases  a  different  type  of  relationship  exists  and thus  different
approaches from the CE area can mature.

Not  least  for  marketing  scientist there  is  tremendous  potential  in  CE,  especially  when
integrating existing approaches from other areas of business administration into the concept of
CE (e.g., organizational theory in the present paper, but also Human Resource Management,
etc.). Furthermore, theories from educational sciences or psychology offer further approaches
for integrating into the concept of CE itself (see, e.g., Stolz et al. 2017).

Moreover,  marketing  professionals can  without  doubt  make  significant  contributions  to
entrepreneurially relevant added value with the help of CE. As already shown, in addition to
the necessary action for CE, its implementation and possible barriers should also be taken into
account. 
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