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You and your organisation 
(private or public) want 
to deliver value to the 
customers or users. However, 
up to two-thirds of contacts 
with most organisations 
are non-value-adding or 
failure demand caused by 
the organisation’s failure 
to doz something or do the 
right thing for its customers. 
So stop focusing on doing 
it faster and start focusing 
on eliminating failure 
demand. By eliminating 
failure demand, you improve 
customer satisfaction, 
reduce operating costs 
and increase employee job 
satisfaction. A triple win!

Introduction to failure demand

Working to reduce failure demand is 
essentially about shifting the effort 
made in the organisation further 
towards value demand (what the 
customer really wants) and away from 
failure demand (something the organ-
isation has inflicted on its customers/
users). 

When the customer calls because he 
does not understand the instruction 
manual for his TV, the manufacturer 
has failed to write clear instructions or 
make a self-explanatory user interface, 
and when the customer calls because 
he has not heard anything about his 
insurance claim that was filed three 
weeks ago, the insurance company has 
failed to process it within a reasonable 
time (or failed to communicate clear 
expectations). 

We see five forms of failure demand 
exist along with two types of value 
demand. These are described in the 
figure on the following page. 

The examples in the introduction 
are based on contacts with external 
customers, however, failure demand 
is just as present internally in large 
organisations. Within organisations, 
examples of failure demand could be:

• You asked me to do …, but could you 
please explain exactly what it is you 
want me to do? (I don’t understand …)

“ FAILURE DEMAND 
IS DEMAND 
CAUSED BY A 
FAILURE TO DO  
SOMETHING OR 
DO SOMETHING 
RIGHT FOR THE 
CUSTOMER.” 

Definition of failure demand  
according to John Seddon 
(Author of “Freedom from Command 
and Control: A Better Way to Make 
the Work Work” (2003))

Failure demand is present everywhere. 
If you start observing it, you will find 
it in both your professional life and in 
your personal interaction with compa-
nies and organisations. You may have 
received an invoice from a phone 
company that you did not understand, 
you may have to follow up on the order 
you placed on the web, or you may be 
in doubt whether you filled in a form 
correctly. And the list goes on. 
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• If I have to deliver … to you, I also 
need the following information … 
(Please check …)

•  I asked you to do …, when will it be 
ready? (Status …)

And the list can easily be extended. 
Thus, a structured effort to reduce 
the internal volume of failure demand 
emails, phone calls etc. can add signif-
icant value.

Service organisations are designed to 
help their customers and have built 
their operations and performance 
measures accordingly. But with 40-70 % 
of customer contact being failure 
demand, these may not be the right 
measures. We often see the following 
KPIs in call centres: 

•  Net Promoter Score (NPS) that tells 
you how satisfied the customer was 
with the agent’s handling of the call. 
However, you can question the value 
it would add to a customer calling to 
ask for the status of an issue or to 

fix a malfunctioning product, even 
though the agent fixes the problem 
right away. But what does a satisfac-
tion score of 9 really tell you?

•  Average Handle Time (AHT) that tells 
you whether the employees are effi-
cient case handlers. But if the issue 
was not handled the first time and 
customers therefore need to call back, 
is a low AHT then an advantage?

Number of calls or emails handled 
that will tell you how busy you have 
been, but if up to two-thirds are failure 
demand, then is it good to have been 
busy? Who is accountable for the 
number of calls, and is it good or bad  
if the total number of calls increase?

The customer decides whether 
it is failure demand!
It is the customer who decides whether 
it is value demand or failure demand. 
When working with failure demand, 
you will identify demands that can be 
shifted from an expensive channel  

(call centre/personal contact) to a 
cheaper self-service channel, but it 
does not address the initial dissatis-
faction with the company or product 
from a customer perspective. 

Many organisations have worked to 
shift the demand to a cheaper channel. 
Just read the letters you receive 
from your bank, insurance company, 
municipality etc. They frequently end 
with a statement like: “If you want to 
know more, please go to our website 
where we answer the most frequently 
asked questions …”. Or “You can see the 
status of your case, if you log on to our 
website …”. This may reduce the cost for 
the company, but it is just a way to fix 
the symptom – not the root cause. 

Customers using an expensive channel 
to buy a product or collect a service 
are often wrongly seen as creators of 
failure demand. This is not the case. 
If the customer wants to use the call 
centre rather than the self-service 
solution to buy the product, it is his 
or her choice (assuming that it is not 

Figure 1

Could I please 
collect my service 
(tickets, insurance 

claim etc.)?

I would like to buy 
your product or 

service.

I don’t  
understand the 

invoice/letter you 
just sent me.  

I don’t understand 
the instructions/

manual.

I’m not sure  
I have done this 

correctly. Could you 
as an expert/SME 
please check this 
before I send it/

press OK?

I have spoken  
with you earlier,  

and you tried X. It’s 
still not working/

the problem keeps 
coming back

I placed an order a 
long time ago. What 
is the status of my 

order/case? 

The product  
I bought/the  

service you provide  
is not working.

Failure 
demand

Value 
demand
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because he tried and failed on the 
self-service solution). Instead the 
organisation must build incentives to 
use the cheapest channels by making 
it easier or cheaper etc. as a multi-
channel strategy effort. Just remember 
that even if you could convert all of 
your value demand (approx. one-third) 
to the cheapest channel, it usually still 
has less potential than eliminating the 
failure demand responsible for up to 
two-thirds of your demand.

When evaluating whether something 
is failure demand, ask yourself: Would 
the customer be willing to pay for this 
demand? The customer accepts that 
he is already paying (as part of his 
premium) for an agent being available 
to take his call 24 hours a day with 
roadside assistance, if he has had an 
accident. The call for roadside assis-
tance is thus value demand.

On the other hand, would he be willing 
to pay for knowing the status of his 
order, for you to explain your letter, to  
fix the product you have sold him etc.? 
Of course, the answer is no, and thus  
it is failure demand. 

As a rule of thumb: If you are in doubt, it 
is failure demand.

The extent of failure demand varies 
depending on the industry. Some 
organisations experience up to 85 % 
failure demand – typical for companies 
selling complex products – but 40-70 % 
failure demand is the standard in 
customer service centres. 

An Implement survey shows that 68 % 
of all contacts with organisations fall 
into the category of failure demand 
across industries, as can be seen in  
the chart below (figure 2). In addition, 
19 % of the respondents are not able  
to categorise the interaction, and thus 
it is likely to be failure demand as well.

Furthermore, the survey shows that 
24 % of all respondents, based on their 

past 3-5 contacts, answer that the 
contact could have been avoided “most 
of the time” or “every time”. Customers 
do indeed experience placing non-val-
ue-adding demands on organisations. 

The Implement survey also identifies 
the main causes of failure demand (see 
chart below, figure 3). The respondents’ 
inability to find the right information 
accounts for 43 % of total failure 
demand, and unclear information 
accounts for another 26 %. Fixing failure 
demand is never easy because then the 
organisations would have already done 
it, but resolving communication issues 
is simpler than most other improvement 
efforts.

The extent and presence of  
failure demand

“ FAILURE 
DEMAND IS 
ANYTHING THE 
CUSTOMER 
WOULD NOT  
BE WILLING  
TO PAY FOR!

Implement’s operational  
definition of failure demand

Figure 2
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Benefits of eliminating  
failure demand

It is important to acknowledge that 
there is a difference between the 
measured failure demand in an organi-
sation and the optimisation potential – 
not all cases of failure demand can 
be eliminated. Some types of failure 
demand are simply unavoidable. No 
matter how clearly a letter is written, 
some customers will not read the letter 
but just contact the organisation, and 
elderly or disabled customers may 
need additional support. Other cases 
of failure demand are too costly to fix 
(complex IT improvements) compared 
to the potential cost savings. 

Figure 3

I did not know how to use the product

I received unclear information

My initial problem was not resolved

My product did not work

I wanted to know my order status

I could not find the right information

19%

14%

10%

7%

6%

43%

Our experience working with failure 
demand in different types of organisa-
tions shows that you can eliminate at 
least 20 % of failure demand. 

There are three obvious benefits from 
working with eliminating failure  
demand – we have translated these 
benefits into a triple win (figure 4)  
– realised in all successful failure  
demand projects.

Save significant costs 
A study conducted by the Customer 

Figure 4

Triple win

Save significant costs

Improve customer 
experience

Boost employee 
motivation
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Contact Association (CCA) shows  
that after implementing failure 
demand initiatives, almost one-third of 
all call centres have realised savings 
of 11-20 % in their total cost base, and 
almost 50 % have realised savings of 
5-10 % (see figure 5).

In customer contact centres, there is 
a very direct correlation between the 
number of calls received and the total 
cost of operation. In other departments, 
the correlation might be less obvious. 
Nevertheless, the more contacts they 
receive, the more the employee gets 
distracted and interrupted from their 
work.

Traditionally, operational excellence 
initiatives focus on ensuring resource 
utilisation (avoiding idle time between 
calls or lack of tasks to do) or on 
making the work more efficient 
(reducing AHT), both valuable and 
needed in the organisation, but the 
potential of failure demand elimination 
(working on the number of incoming 
contacts) usually has a larger potential 
and is easier to resolve.

Improve the customer 
experience 
To customers, obvious benefits include 
avoiding unclear and ambiguous 
instructions, wasted time waiting on 
the phone and, overall, being more 
satisfied with the product/service 
delivered by the organisation, which 
will reduce the churn/improve the 
likelihood of repurchase. Happy and 
satisfied customers stay loyal to the 
company, buy more products etc., 
which helps increase the top line. 

Addressing internal failure demand will 
have a similar effect on colleagues and 
co-workers. There will be less need for 
colleagues to follow up on tasks sent 
to you or reversing the contact because 

they do not understand your commu-
nication. This, in turn, will drive up 
efficiency as well.

Boost employee motivation
To employees, a considerable benefit 
is spending less time dealing with 
frustrated customers or colleagues. It 
is energy draining having to deal with 
the same type of complaints from 
customers who cannot find the right 
information, have received unclear 
instructions or do not know how to use 
the product or service they just bought. 
As an additional benefit, involving the 
employees in improvement initiatives 
to improve customer satisfaction 

will create engagement and a sense 
of purpose, since the employees in 
fact make their own work easier in 
the future. Delegating responsibility 
and ensuring project involvement will 
further boost the employees’ feeling of 
ownership of the solution.

Figure 5

<5 %

5-10 %

11-15 %

16-20 %

0 10 20 30 40

21

21

10

50 %

48

% savings realized within one year by working with Failure Demand

% Share of responses from organizations  
with contact centers

+ 1.000 answers  
from +500 different 
companies

Figure 6

Where we find cost in failure demand

Total cost = aht x #CONTACTS
Key focus on 
eliminating 
#contacts
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The first step towards failure demand  
elimination: The analysis

To address failure demand in an  
organisation, the first step is to analyse 
existing failure demand. The type 
of analysis depends on how far you 
have come in your effort. You might 
be in the initial phase trying to create 
momentum, or you might be well into 
an ongoing failure demand reduction 
effort. Either way, some of the essential 
questions are:

•  How much failure demand exists 
in the organisation? You are in the 
process of building a business case 
or ensuring commitment (from 
management or employees) to 
the effort before launching failure 
demand reduction initiatives.

• Where is failure demand hidden? 
You need to figure out where to find 
failure demand in the organisation 
and prioritise the reduction efforts, 
knowing very well that you cannot 
launch the effort in every department 
at once.

•  What specific type of failure 
demand exists that you can start 
working on? You are ready to invest 
time and resources in reducing 
failure demand but need to know 
which issues to focus on when 
dealing with failure demand. 

A failure demand analysis is not a 
one-off event, but rather an ongoing 
effort to continuously identify new 
ways to ensure that the organisation 
spends time and energy on value 
demand for the benefit of the customer.

The analytical approach must be 
tailored to address the questions 
above. Four different analysis 
approaches are illustrated in the figure 
below (figure 6).

Observation has a high degree of accu-
racy, because people trained in spotting 
failure demand will classify more 
calls correctly (as failure demand) as 
opposed to self-registration. However, 
it requires substantial resources to 
conduct the observation. With an AHT 
of 5 minutes plus some waiting time 
between demands, an observer will 
be able to collect 40-80 observations 
a day, and, to be statistically valid, the 
number of observation days will be 
considerable. 

The advantage of self-registration 
is that it generates relatively high 
accuracy in failure demand volume at 

Figure 7

Accuracy 
in failure 
demand 
volume

Observation

Employee 
workshops

Existing call 
statistics

Self- 
registration

High

High

Low

Low

Specific failure demand areas:

Low =  Requires more analysis

High =  Very actionable

Ease  
(low cost/limited resources)

a low cost, especially if front-line staff 
have been trained in identifying failure 
demand. The challenge of self-regis-
tration is that responses are usually 
categorised in broad categories with 
little specific information about the 
individual failure demand, which makes 
it difficult to act on and eliminate the 
most frequent types of failure demand. 

Conducting workshops with the 
employees will usually be a way to 
mitigate the lack of specific informa-
tion. In our experience, the employees 
usually have quite a good sense of the 
most common types of failure demand 
and have often spent mental capacity 
on designing potential solutions. 
The workshop approach can usually 
be combined with self-registration 
to guide the workshop discussions 
towards recommendable solutions with 
the largest potential impact.
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Deciding on scope and data 
collection method 
– Roskilde Municipality case

Like all other municipalities in Denmark, 
Roskilde Municipality received a vast 
number of queries every day from 
citizens and wanted to assess the 
extent of failure demand and identify 
specific improvement opportunities 
to reduce failure demand. The project 
focused on employees working at city 
hall and included seven functional 
areas – involving, in total, 96 employees 
across the seven teams for a period of 
8 weeks. 

To collect data for the analysis, we 
decided on a combination of two 
approaches: We used self-registration 
and employee workshops. Self- 
registration to determine the extent of 
failure demand and followed up with 
employee workshops using the failure 
demand as a basis to create specific 
improvement ideas for the most 
frequent cases of failure demand. 

Ensuring high data quality through 
involvement and adaptation
To mitigate concerns and resistance, 
change communication was initiated 
before any registration was started. The 
involved teams were invited to a failure 
demand kick-off meeting containing 
theory and exercises. Furthermore, 
general communication was provided on 
the intranet and on posters on the walls. 

During the project, we invested the 
time necessary to customise each data 
collection sheet to each individual 
team by conducting pre-interviews with 
selected employees to identify contact 
patterns. Furthermore, a two-day pilot 
was conducted for each team to  
improve the registration sheet. 

This effort improved the self-registra-
tion sheet with customised categories, 
increasing the overall data quality. 

Case

In addition, our face time with each 
team also had the effect of reducing 
resistance to the overall initiative and 
training the employees in spotting 
failure demand in their own workplace 
before the registration was kicked off 
at full scale. 

During the data collection phase, the 
management and project continued 
being present, listening to challenges 
and concerns, acknowledging the 
employees’ efforts with registration, to 
keep up the energy and enthusiasm in 
terms of returning the data collection 
sheets on a daily basis. 

Identifying underlying root causes, 
brainstorming solutions and prior-
itising initiatives 
The self-registered data made it 
possible to create detailed root causes 
for failure demand.

• Interviews with se-
lected employees 

• Identify depart-
ment-specific contact 
types and related 
topics

• Pilot based on the 
department-specific 
insights from inter-
views

• Adjust the pilot for the 
next day

• Data collection 
through self-registra-
tion of contacts

• Listen side by side
• More than 8 days

• Quantitative  
analysis based on 
2,600+ registered 
contacts (total of 
6,800+)

• Identification of  
areas with highest 
failure demand level

• Identify root causes 
and 23 improvement 
ideas

• Prioritise 15 improve-
ment ideas

• Prioritised improve-
ment ideas are 
consolidated in  
a report

• Next steps for 
implementation are 
outlined

Interviews Pilot Data collection Analysis Improvement  
workshops

Implementation  
plan

Adult support

Roskilde Municipality

The hidden potential of  
eliminating failure demand
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Using the data collected, the employee 
workshops enabled the project team 
to focus on the areas with the highest 
degree of failure demand. Rather than 
a general brainstorming on “housing 
and architecture”, the idea generation 
focused on what can be done to provide 
“single-family houses” with a more 
adequate status (“ask for status”), 
or how the explanation can be much 
simpler to eliminate the need for “extra 
explanation”. 

Quantifying the volume, cost as well 
as employee and citizen satisfaction 
with demand for each contact type, 
the potential could be assessed. In 
addition, the team had to assess how 
large a number of demands could be 
eliminated with the designed solution. 
Thus, a realistic benefit of each initia-
tive could be set forth.

To complete the prioritisation, the team 
assessed the ease of implementation 
for each improvement idea. The ease 
of implementation was assessed on 
complexity in terms of performing 
the task as well as organisational 
complexity. That is the ability to get 
commitment and resources from the 
people who will do the change, e.g. 
changing the self-service platform will 
involve IT development, whereas writing 
better explanations could be done 
within the team – hence a quick-fix. 

The high level of involvement was key 
when identifying root causes, improve-
ments and, lastly, prioritising these. 
This enabled the project team to focus 
on the most relevant areas and create a 
sense of ownership in Roskilde for the 
implementation launch.

All demand

Value demandFailure demand

54% 46%

Housing and architecture 
Failure demand

Small building

Archived drawings

Miscellaneous

General information

Others

Single-family house

15%

13%

13%

8%

7%

Failure demand

BBR

Transverse

Wrong contact

Miscellaneous

Others

Housing & architecture

Single-family house failure 
demand

Extra explanation

Want to talk

New case

Help for self-service

Others

Ask for status

29%

22%

12%

10%

10%

16%

78%

6%

4%
4%

4% 4%

44%
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Focus your effort – prioritisation

Complete elimination of failure demand 
is not an option, neither in the short 
term nor in the long term. It is rather 
a continuous improvement mindset 
that is required with ongoing prioritisa-
tion of the effort, balancing effort and 
impact.

Each improvement idea needs to 
be described very briefly. For small 
initiatives, this may be as little as 2-3 
lines describing the overall case, but 
some of the larger improvement ideas 
may require more detail such as using 
a standard Lean A3 project template 
(a one-page description of a project 
named after the paper size). 

We recommend working with a simple 
prioritisation matrix to prioritise the 
ideas for failure demand elimination 
(figure 8).

The vertical impact axis must reflect 
a mix of the three win dimensions 
mentioned above (cost-saving poten-
tial, increase in customer satisfaction 
and improvement of employee satis-
faction). 

The horizontal axis contains two impor-
tant aspects worth digging into:

1. The effort/investment required, if 
failure demand is to be eliminated. 
Examples of the effort are time 
spent on writing a new text on the 
website, changing the IT system 
configuration and giving a new 
instruction for customer service 
agents. 

2. The organisational complexity of 
addressing failure demand. Most 
cases of failure demand tend to be 
cross-functional, which requires 
dealing with multiple stakeholders, 
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Customers call 
because they 
don’t understand 
the invoice

Customer 
contacts service 
provider to follow 
up on status of 
order/service

Customer doesn’t 
understand in-
structions/manual

The product/ 
service is not 
working

Figure 9

May require actual 
projects

Start with  
these ideasBenefit 

(cost 
savings, 

customer 
satisfaction 

and employ-
ee satisfac-

tion)
No focus

High

High

Low

Low Ease of implementation
(implementation and  

organisational complexity)

Ad hoc work

Figure 8

allocating time in multiple depart-
ments etc. This organisational 
complexity may significantly 
outweigh the complexity of the 
actual implementation and could 
thus significantly alter the prioriti-
sation. The table below shows some 
typical examples of failure demand, 
and who is involved in eliminating 
failure demand.

The examples of failure demand (Figure 
9) illustrates the organisational diffi-
culty of eliminating failure demand.

The number of the individual failure 
demand is usually small, but it does 
not make them any less attractive. If 
you can eliminate one call a day, each 
representing a cost of EUR 6, an invest-
ment of EUR 1,500 will have a payback 
time of one year. This is significantly 
better than most projects, and you can 
improve a lot of invoice texts, instruc-
tions etc. for that price.
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Making it happen – implementation

Unfortunately, failure demand grows 
like seaweed. Implementation is thus 
not a one-off activity, but a continuous 
improvement effort. As the business 
changes, new interactions with 
customers emerge, and new types of 
failure demand arise.

Implementation must focus on building 
and training the muscle of eliminating 
failure demand on an ongoing basis, 
rather than focus on eliminating the 
first few cases of failure demand that 
have been identified.

A few tips are needed to ensure that 
the benefits are realised:

1. Define clear governance for 
resolving failure demand

2. Track progress and assign  
responsibility

3. Show – don’t tell

Define clear governance for 
resolving failure demand
A governance structure is needed 
because failure demand elimination is 
about executing several small initiatives 
and doing it across multiple organi-
sational entities. Many organisations 
hope to find the silver bullet that can 
eliminate failure demand, but we are 
still waiting for somebody to find it. If 
it existed, organisations would most 
likely already have found it. 

We recommend defining a two-tiered 
governance structure. At the first tier 
(CXO level), guiding principles for failure 
demand elimination must be estab-
lished.

Guidelines could include the following:

• What is the goal/ambition for the 
failure demand initiative in the 
organisation?

• Who is the day-to-day failure 
demand governance body?

• What is the overall IT investment 
allo-cated to the failure demand 
initiatives?

The second tier is a failure demand 
board with representatives from each 
of the CXO areas who execute the daily 
governance of failure demand. This 
includes areas such as:

• Day-to-day prioritisation of areas 
and resources.

•  Ensuring resource availability within 
the different CXO areas.

•  Monitoring progress and acting on 
deviations.

•  Escalating potential issues to first 
tier (CXO level), if needed.

Establishment of a governance struc-
ture is a parallel track to the resolution 
of failure demand initiatives (figure 9).

Track progress and assign 
responsibility
What gets measured gets done. Hence, 
it is key to track the performance of 
the improvement initiatives that are 
carried out. We recommend working 
with both leading and lagging indica-
tors towards the objective of reducing 
failure demand. 

Tracking the number of contacts and 
knowing the actual effect and poten-
tial benefits of the efforts can be a key 
motivational driver and create buy-in 
throughout the whole organisation to 
carry out more improvement projects. 

Most organisations have not assigned 
a person responsible for the number 
of incoming contacts. We often experi-
ence a narrow focus on measuring KPIs 
such as Average Handle Time (AHT) 
and cases closed per hour. However, we 
rarely see organisations pay attention 
to demand management, focusing 
on actions that reduce the number of 

• Create an acting governance body with participation of each of the required CXO areas.
• Define initial clear guidelines for the acting failure demand governance board, including 

sign-off at the appropriate level.
• Define meeting structure, R&R, performance tracking, success criteria for the governance 

body etc.

Analyse Prioritise Implement

Establish governance structure

Figure 10
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incoming contacts. Actively using the 
failure demand KPI board is a way to 
ensure ownership and have frequent 
dialogues about how to eliminate 
failure demand.

In addition, we recommend tracking 
leading indicators such as the number 
of initiatives executed, the number 
of days for executing the initiatives, 
the number of ongoing initiatives etc., 
whereas it can be difficult to see the 
effect of the number of calls because of 
natural variation, external events etc., 
and thus, these indicators will show 
how well your failure demand elimina-
tion muscle is working.

Show – don’t tell
Even though failure demand exists 
throughout the organisation and there-
fore should be eliminated in various 
departments in companies, customer 
service is a typical outset of failure 
demand reduction initiatives. However, 
in most organisations customer service 
is not granted the largest of authority 

to push for change. Thus, it tends to 
be David (customer service) fighting 
against Goliath (the wider organisation). 
David won his battle through trust and 
dedication, which may also be required 
for you to succeed. 

We recommend exposing the problem 
to the organisation by inviting managers 
and employees who cause failure 
demand to observe failure demand 
for themselves, e.g. schedule sessions 
where they can listen to calls and 
observe other contacts for a couple of 
hours. When they have experienced two 
of three contacts being failure demand 
and how much bad customer experience 
the company is generating, they are 
much more likely to get involved in 
resolving the issues.

You can demonstrate that failure 
demand reduction is possible by driving 
implementation of the initial failure 
demand initiative, though, to show that 
it is doable and that there are potential 
savings. This is a delicate balance, 
because dedicated project resources 

Average time for execution (idea to implemented)
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57 56

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep
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62

48
53 52
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Figure 11

Planned vs executed failure demand initiatives
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can of course drive the implementation, 
but it does not train the organisational 
muscle in executing on failure demand 
in the future. Thus, it should be used to 
show effects and create motivation – 
not to create results.

On the next page, you can find a case 
from Telenor showing that it is possible 
with the right sense of urgency to 
significantly reduce failure demand 
within a short time frame. 

Failure demand is about building a 
muscle to deal with failure demand 
that exists today and that inevitably 
grows in the organisation in the future. 
It is not easy because in many ways it 
is a cultural change in the organisation 
that is the necessary cure. Companies 
wanting to eliminate failure demand 
often face a compelling, positive 
business case, and at the same time 
they have the chance to create a 
better customer experience, happier 
employees and, last but not least, help 
their organisation be customer-ori-
ented. Just go and get it!
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It is possible to eliminate failure 
demand – Telenor case

In August 2012, Telenor experienced 
a shitstorm on Facebook. A single 
Facebook post about a billing issue 
with Telenor was shared and liked 
by thousands of users, and the story 
also attracted a great deal of media 
attention. 

The Facebook story is an example of 
failure demand known internally at 
Telenor that was not given the needed 
priority. Some parts of Telenor knew 
about the problems with signing 
people up for automatic payment, 
but the extent of the problem was 
unknown. With the usual customer 
inflow, Customer Service was able to 
handle failure demand. However, over 
the summer, Telenor launched a very 
successful marketing campaign called 
“Double Deal” that created an explosion 
of new customers, exceeding what 
Customer Service was staffed for. 

Of course, the extensive media 
coverage created CXO attention, and 
elimination of failure demand in billing 
was now on the agenda. Weekly status 
meetings were held with the full CXO 
team on board, and the next-level 
managers were involved in ensuring 
resources, prioritising efforts etc. 

Case
The effort was headed by a senior line 
manager who was allocated full time and 
involved people from Customer Service, 
Technology/IT, Legal, Marketing, Sales, 
Product Management and Finance. 

Over a six-month period, the cross- 
functional project was running to 
resolve technical issues, improve 
communication, increase competence 
levels in Customer Service and estab-
lish a measurement system. However, 
there was not one single significant 
thing that could explain the billing 
calls. The team had handled numerous 
small initiatives, which is common in 
relation to failure demand initiatives. 

The impact of the initiative was a 
50 % reduction of the billing calls to 
Customer Service. This was realised 
and sustained for the coming period, 
which was possible to track using the 
newly established KPIs.



The hidden potential of  
eliminating failure demand
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