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HBR CASE STUDY

None of Our Business?
Roberta A. Fusaro
Tracking technologies – in products and

services like TiVo and electronic toll collec-

tion – make people’s lives a lot more conve-

nient. But the public is understandably

concerned about the privacy issues such

technologies raise. No one is more aware

of those issues than Dante Sorella, CEO of

Raydar Electronics, which develops and

sells radio frequency identification (RFID)

tags and readers.

So Dante is troubled when executives

from one of his client companies approach

him about integrating RFID technology

into retail operations. KK Incorporated, a

manufacturer and retailer of teen clothing,

wants to embed flat RFID tags into the

bills of its hugely popular caps and visors.

The tags would be activated at the regis-

ters with customers’ purchasing data

(items bought, sizes, amount spent, and 

so on). When a customer wearing one of

the hats next visited a KK store, the tag

would be scanned by readers mounted at

the entrance, and a video screen would

greet the shopper. Armed with data about

the individual’s preferences, store person-

nel could steer her toward her favorite

styles or appropriate sale items.

Dante appreciates the technology behind

the idea–and, of course, its business poten-

tial for Raydar – yet he can’t help thinking

that this particular application smacks of

Big Brother. How should Dante respond to

KK’s interest in tagging the caps and visors? 

Commenting on this fictional case study

are Glen Allmendinger, president of the

technology consulting firm Harbor Re-

search; Lee Tien, senior staff attorney at

the Electronic Frontier Foundation, a non-

profit organization that works to protect

individuals’ digital rights; Nick Dew, an 

assistant professor of management at the

Naval Postgraduate School in Monterey,

California; and R. Bhaskar, an associate of

the Division of Engineering and Applied

Sciences at Harvard University.
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BIG PICTURE

Best Face Forward
Jeffrey F. Rayport and 
Bernard J. Jaworski 
Most companies serve customers through

a broad array of interfaces, from retail sales

clerks to Web sites to voice-response tele-

phone systems. But while the typical com-

pany has an impressive interface collec-

tion, it doesn’t have an interface system.

That is, the whole set does not add up to

the sum of its parts in its ability to provide

service and build customer relationships.

Too many people and too many machines

operating with insufficient coordination

(and often at cross-purposes) mean rising

complexity, costs, and customer dissatisfac-

tion. In a world where companies compete

not on what they sell but on how they sell

it, turning that liability into an asset is

what separates winners from losers.

In this adaptation of their forthcoming

book by the same title, Jeffrey Rayport and

Bernard Jaworski explain how companies

must reengineer their customer interface

systems for optimal efficiency and effec-

tiveness. Part of that transformation, they

observe, will involve a steady encroach-

ment by machine interfaces into areas that

have long been the sacred province of hu-

mans. Managers now have opportunities

unprecedented in the history of business

to use machines, not just people, to credi-

bly manage their interactions with custom-

ers. Because people and machines each

have their strengths and weaknesses, com-

pany executives must identify what people

do best, what machines do best, and how

to deploy them separately and together.

Front-office reengineering subjects every

current and potential service interface to

an analysis of opportunities for substitution

(using machines instead of people), comple-

mentarity (using a mix of machines and

people), and displacement (using networks

to shift physical locations of people and 

machines), with the twin objectives of com-

pressing costs and driving top-line growth

through increased customer value.
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