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Many industry 
pundits declared 
Apple’s foray in 
an entirely 
different direction 
wouldn’t just fail, 
it would bankrupt 
the entire 
company.  

Setting The Stage

Apple redefined music, 
computing, entertainment, 
and mobility.

Its most important non-technical 
contribution may be the reinvention 
of retail in 2001 when it introduced 
the Apple Store. That year, many 
industry pundits declared Apple’s 
foray in an entirely different direction 
wouldn’t just fail, it would bankrupt 
the entire company. That was about 
500 stores and $5,000,000,000 in 
annual sales ago. With a sales/square 
foot figure of nearly $5,000, the 
highest among all retailers, and 
average annual store sales at 
$50,000,000, Apple couldn’t have 
proved the retail experts more wrong!

2

STORYMINERS
                  

®

 EXPERIENCE MAKERS

http://storyminers.com


Organizational 
agility is probably 
the most valuable 
strategy in the 
2010’s.

Apple has done many things right. Here, we’ll put the focus on two super-
powers (capabilities) Apple developed for itself: Organizational Agility and 
Experience Design. These ideas were almost unknown in 2001, but today we 
recognize them as the significant contributors to Apple’s popularity and for 
their ability to create value for both customers and shareholders. 

SUPERPOWER #1: ORGANIZATIONAL AGILITY

If your organization is agile, it can fulfill its ongoing commitments and do 
first-of-a-kind work at the same time. Being organizationally agile is probably 
the most valuable strategy in the 2010’s. When things don’t turn out as you 
expect, it’s a valuable insurance policy. 

Organizational Agility allowed Apple to make a series of game-changing and 
better promises. Promises that delivered more value to customers. Organiza-
tional Agility also let Apple keep their promises. Every. Single. Time.

The Products The Game - Changing Promises
iPhone Be empowered. Everywhere.
App Store Find what makes (working) life simpler.
Self - checkout Feel trusted.
99 - Cent Song Listen to what you want. Whenever. Wherever.
Genius Bar Get smarter. Fast.
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Think about it.

Every one of these we-can’t-remember-life-before-it innovations was not just a 
simple improvement on a service or technology that was already in place. Each 
required a new way of working at Apple for their business partners. For exam-
ple, it wasn’t easy getting hundreds of record labels to agree to let their artists’ 
work be sold at the same price and on a one-song-at-a-time basis. Neither was 
it easy getting the telecom giants and phone fabricators to keep quiet about 
new features while thousands of their employees were reprogramming, rewir-
ing, and reinventing the tech to support maps, apps, web browsing, and so on. 

When you remember what Apple faced at the outset, delivering on those 
promises with complex combinations of new technologies, processes, code, 
and partners just sounds impossible. But, it’s wasn’t for them. And it doesn’t 
have to be for you and your organization either!

How Can Your Business, Company, Or Institution Become Agile?

1.   First, focus your teams on the outcomes customers value most. Rivet their 
attention on creating more value for customers using the resources you have. 
Putting customer value creation ahead of profit taking creates a natural align-
ment between the different departments and teams in your organization. 

2.   Second, update your org chart to include the most important capabilities 
needed to deliver value for customers. More than just the roles, capabilities 
include the people, process, tools, and business rules to get the customer’s 
work done. (Note: the fewer capabilities you introduce and the less each one is 
designed to do—the better the design.)

3.   Select individuals as capability leaders. Let them define the commitments 
they must make with other capability leaders to get things done. (Remember, 
the ‘job’ of a capability leader is to set-up and maintain the capability, not do all 
of the work.)

4.   Resist the temptation to micro-manage how capability leaders get their 
work done. Instead, focus on the outcomes. Why? Because that’s the most 
important behavior to practice.  Demonstrating leadership this way is essential 
to becoming—and remaining—agile as an organization. 

5.   Finally, shift the focus to efficiency and profit. There’s no reason not to work 
smart and make money. 

Every growing-in-value, agile organization follows this pattern somewhat 
differently. Apple, Disney, Lyft, Warby Parker, SilverCar, and others offer 
game-changing value with this approach. First, they design a way to deliver 
the new kind(s) of value customers want most – then they make it efficient. 

Applying a profit-first approach to adapt to your business only works for a 
short while. Companies that don’t focus on creating value for their customers 
become dinosaurs and lose their ability to adapt. Think department stores, 
packaged software, printing, and wired telecom.

Organizational 
agility allows 
Apple to move 
faster than its 
competitors while
delivering their 
products and 
services at much 
higher profit 
levels than 
their closest 
competitors.
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 SUPERPOWER #2: EXPERIENCE DESIGN

Your customer’s experience includes everything your brand does for them and 
everything your processes do to them; it’s all about how they feel. 

Apple’s success at retail is nothing short of phenomenal. Whether you like their 
products, closed architecture, interfaces, stores, and policies or not, Apple’s 
#1 Cap Rank shows that their focus on organizational agility and experience 
design work.
 
Revealing The Secrets Behind Apple’s Experience Design

Apple marries each positive effect customers perceive front-of-house (FOH) 
with solid back-of-house (BOH) operations. It’s just like a restaurant where the 
maître d’  handles the dining room, wait staff, and experience delivery while 
the head chef takes care of food preparation, kitchen staff, purchasing, etc. 

The value of FOH/BOH design is that it won’t let you offer what you can’t 
delivery. Let’s review a few examples from inside the Apple Store. 

No matter how hard 
you try or how much 
you spend, your 
brand can’t be any 
better than what 
your customers 
experience.
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FOH Cross an Apple store’s threshold, 
and you’ll get a warm and authentic 
greeting from a caring expert. It just 
takes a minute or two for this well-
trained, smart, friendly person to learn 
your intent, take accountability for 
your experience, and surround you 
with the right resources. At an Apple 
store, you don’t have to hunt for stuff. 
They bring it to you.

BOH Apple captures its Customer’s 
intent early (with a real person doing 
the work) to queue up the right re-
sources. Here are some positive out-
comes you can expect from listening 
to your customers early and intently:

         Resolving issues at first contact, 
saves time, reduces staff resources 
expended per visit, and impresses 
customers.

         Having a ‘smart’ person greet 
your customers doesn’t add to hour-
ly labor costs, it helps contain them; 
it also improves your first impression. 
An experienced team member at 
the front of the store directs custom-
ers appropriately and sets service        

    “Hi. Welcome to Apple.”

delivery expectations accurately. 
Customers appreciate knowing 
what’s going to happen next, so  
they are easier to handle once it’s 
their turn.

         This talent-at-the-front-of-the-
store strategy also shortens lines.
For example, a  customer with two 
needs are encouraged to head to 
the shorter line first as it  reduces 
perceived wait time.
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“You know, you could do the same thing 
with this model—and it’s less expensive.”

FOH  Try to spend $2,500 on a top-
end MacBook Pro laptop or $49 on 
an entry-level iPod Shuffle, and you’ll 
get thought-provoking and assump-
tion-testing-yet-friendly questions 
from your very own consultant. Don’t 
be surprised if they try to ‘unsell’  you 
on what you think you want to buy. If 
you discover now that a lower-priced 
or simpler product will be perfect, 
the risk of buyer’s remorse, negative 
reviews, and returns drops drama-
tically. Leaving the store knowing that 
the product you selected is the right 
one for you, based on your needs, 
style of use, budget, and appetite for 
learning is an experience bound to 
turn into positive stories.

BOH Make sure a customer’s first 
purchase is the right purchase. Leave 
customers in charge. Make friends. 
These three rules seem to be the 
keys to happiness and profitability at 
Apple.

Apple earns these hard-to-obtain 
retail operating returns by putting 
customers first.

         Product returns for the usual 
‘didn’t like it’,  ‘didn’t understand it’, 
and ‘it’s not for me’ reasons don’t 
seem to happen as much because 
team members have the time to 
make sure the product is right for 
the customer during their first store 
visit.

         Add-on services (training, 
support, warranty, web services) are 

bundled more successfully on the 
initial sale because team members 
can tie these options to  what their 
customers want and how they want 
it during the selection process – not 
at the time of the transaction. 

         Unpaid support and service 
around product compatibility 
issues occur less frequently because 
Apple’s salespeople uncover each 
customer’s particular situation and 
their technical environment before 
making product recommendations. 

         Employee attrition is extremely 
low because team members love 
what they do– and how they do it 
–  it simply makes them happy. They 
are empowered to serve and proud 
to do so.
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“ Are you ready? I can get that for you 
right here.”

FOH When it’s time to check out, the 
cash register comes to you. Wherever 
you are in the store, team members 
use an internet-enabled handheld 
device to ring up your sale, register 
your warranties, collect payment, 
and send you an e-mail receipt. The 
only time they may need to leave 
your side is to fetch a shopping bag 
for you. The result is that you feel 
well attended to, get more minutes 
back in your day, and you get brag-
ging rights from the cool experience 
to share with your friends.

BOH Apple loses the lines without 
creating more work for its customers. 
Here’s what makes that idea work:

        Transactions are faster because 
they are part of a seamless service 
experience; not a bolt-on after-
thought.

        Sales-per-square- foot increases 
because valuable retail and inter-
action space isn’t  lost to cash wrap 
areas and queues.

        Cash control is easier (in part be-
cause Apple’s demographic prefers 
digital or plastic).

        Theft is minimal because every 
team member is on the floor, side-
by-side with customers.

        Lost sales decrease dramatically 
because there is no self-service (for 
inventoried items) in an Apple store. 
The service experience is designed 
so that each customer gets to talk 
with at least two team members.

        Follow-on marketing and 
communications opportunities are 
usually on-point because the Apple 
customer database is frequently re-
freshed. Real-time updates keep the 
merchandising and research wonks 
happy with ithe kind of nformation 
they can use to serve, not only to 
sell.

        Suggestive selling works 
because the suggestions are 
well-founded; they are based on a 
more intimate knowledge of each 
customer’s needs.
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Note to LEADERS About Organizational Agility and Experience Design 

Deliberately improving your organizational agility and your customer 
experience might not transform you into Apple. In fact, it won’t. That’s 
because ‘borrowing’ strategy from others doesn’t work—unless your only 
desire is to be an undiffereniated  follower. What does work is paying careful 
attention to what your customers want—then making your business the best 
at delivering just that. 

Note to PRACTITIONERS About Organizational Agility and Experience
Design 
Agility should be your top strategic priority if you work in a quickly evolving 
industry or marketplace. Building capabilities that adapt to customers’ 
changing needs is the key to affordable operations, and to differentiation
 and success.

Design your experiences to both elate customers’ emotions and to deliver 
operational excellence. Think from the outside-in. Then, change from the 
inside-out. Start with your employees. They should know what’s expected of 
them before customers do. Make their jobs easier and more enjoyable. They, 
in turn, will deliver a better customer experience. 

Together, organization agility and experience create story-worth busi-
nesses. When customers have a great experience, they tell their friends. 
That ignites a word-of-mouth chain reaction and your business grows.
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StoryMiners creates experiences 
that connect with your customers. 
The kind of experiences your 
customers want to have. We’re 
passionate about designing great 
experiencs and helping companies 
build the capabilties that deliver 
them. We use story, strategy and 
design to help leaders sharpen their 
visions and deliver game-changing 
value for their customers—and their 
shareholders. 

Based in Atlanta, StoryMiners has 
operated for 15 years, worked on 
5 continents, and served over 500 
clients. 

IBM’s former eVisionary, Mike is expert at the 
intersection of technology, story, design, and 
strategy. He helps leaders differentiate their 

brands through service and helps employees connect with their 
customers. Fluent in four languages, Mike also knows how to share 
the details that lead to success with cutomer experience. As a speaker, 
consultant, and designer, he shares insights, tools, and inspiration with 
people around the world. Mike has achieved leading designations as a 
consultant (CMC), speaker (CSP), and designer (CCXP).

StoryMiners is not associated with APPLE, but we’ve been big fans for 
many years!

Mike Wittenstein, Founder and Managing Partner
StoryMiners

Looking for results similar to 
APPLE? 

Check out these services:
FRED: Future Retail Experience 
Design 
Story as Strategy
Human Prototyping®
Speaking + Workshops

Contact Info: 
www.StoryMiners.com
hi@StoryMiners.com
+1 770.425.9830
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