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Buyer-Centric Commerce has a combination of three basic mechanisms for its essential purpose of enabling consumers to optimize the value they obtain from sellers. It also has three basic categories of applications or domains in which it can be used, each representing a different challenge and opportunity, as well as, in most case, a different degree or ROI to consumers and BCC for the investments they make. 
BCC Mechanisms 
1. Empowered Consumers 
Empowering individual consumers, and groups thereof, is the first device for enabling them to optimize the value they obtain from commercial dealings. While consumers had roughly an equitable share of market power in traditional market systems, knowing as much about what they bought and from whom, power long ago shifted to sellers, and this shift has intensified to the point where sellers enjoy far more than is proper in a fair market. 
Given the limited knowledge of offerings, ability to assess such offerings and to negotiate the best deals with sellers, consumers are much at sellers’ mercy. Sellers have vast amounts of market research information and insights into the un- and sub-conscious workings of consumers’ minds, and tend to use that knowledge to create the kinds of impressions that will help them sell, rather than enable consumers to make the best buying decisions. They have learned how to use music to influence consumers’ moods and pace moving through stores, and pheromones to create emotional responses that have nothing to do with their product or service quality, but steer consumers to behave as sellers desire. 
Empowering consumers means a combination of regulation and information, to prevent or at least mitigate sellers’ success in misleading, deceiving and otherwise lying to consumers in their advertising and sales efforts. It can include the same two elements in minimizing sellers’ ability to fraudulently deliver cues during transaction experiences that connote product, service and provider qualities that do not exist in fact. 
Whether the combination of government regulation, consumer advocacy groups and consumers’ self-directed efforts to inform and arm themselves will truly redress the imbalance of market power is yet to be determined, but the movement has certainly been in that direction of late. The maxim “caveat emptor” still applies, however, and the courts seem willing to permit a vast range of tricks be sellers in their efforts to persuade consumers to buy, forgiven as traditional “puffery”, though arguably “fraud”. 
2. Consumer Agents and Intermediaries 
Both consumer agents, acting on behalf of individual consumers, and market intermediaries, serving as general “brokers” of information about sellers and their offerings, serve a similar function. When they function as they are supposed to, they enable consumers to identify and purchase the best deals available, combining quality for the price when applied to the offering, and benefit for the cost in terms of the effects on consumers, themselves. 
Intermediary functions may be as simple as posting information about and ratings of various offerings and sellers online, and enabling consumers to make their own selections, based on priorities such as price, quality or convenience that each buyer sets. Commonly used examples include expedia.com with respect to travel and moneysupermarket.com for financial services. Brokers in a wide range of industries serve more personally, acting on behalf of buyers to some degree, though often paid by and more responsive to sellers, as with realtors/estate agents. Unfortunately, the same bias toward their own financial interests and sellers who enhance them better has been noted among intermediaries in general. 
Consumer agents are supposed to act completely on behalf of consumers, applying their individual or organizational knowledge and skills to identify the best products, services, and sellers on behalf of their clients. This includes vetting which shall be on their lists of offerings, as well as monitoring their performance and client satisfaction to determine which shall remain on their lists. And it includes making all the arrangements and handling all the details of selection, negotiation, and ongoing management to ensure consumers obtain the value they desire while avoiding having to do all the work themselves. 
While intermediaries deal primarily in information, publishing or otherwise supplying information about offerings and sellers that consumers would have some difficulty in obtaining on their own, consumer agents also deal in market power. When they represent dozens or hundreds of clients, agents can exert not only their expertise but significantly more negotiating leverage than can individual consumers. As a result, instead of merely posting comparative prices for consumers to use in making their own selections, agents can negotiate the best price for their clients from selected sellers. 
3. Buyer-Centric Sellers 
While sellers will rarely go beyond a fair exchange when redressing the imbalance of market power relative to consumers, they may at least go as far as equitable mutual value, and ultimately, that is what is supposed to happen in a free market. If they are truly “consumer-centric”, and focused on the best interests of consumers roughly as much as on their own, sellers can serve the interests of buyers as well as empowered consumers, intermediaries or agents, while protecting and enhancing their own as well, at least in theory, and if they are committed to doing so. 
Sellers may also be better at creating and maintaining “assembled solutions”, since they are likely to have greater knowledge of how other sellers work, and greater influence over how solution partners behave, given that they are likely to have more significant numbers of consumers as customers than do agents. Of course, all their knowledge, skills and power are at their own disposal, and consumers are always at risk that sellers will be biased toward their own interests, rather than toward consumers’ interests or an equitable exchange, but that is true with agents and intermediaries, as well, and will be a constant risk in commerce of all kinds, even when not-for-profit organizations are the sellers. 
BCC Applications 
There are three basic categories of applications for the three BCC mechanisms: 1) transactions; 2) projects; and 3) continuing relationships. Each presents somewhat different challenges and opportunities for consumers and sellers serving them, and has somewhat different potential for successful application of the different mechanisms. 
1. Transactions 
The first and most common application of BCC mechanisms relates to simple, short and mostly common transactions. These may be limited encounters, from online and phone to in-store or other on-site purchasing and use of services or consumer goods, for example. Or they may involve lengthier transaction episodes -- extended service experiences such as vacation cruises, university education, hospital stays, etc. -- or durable goods usage, such as car, home or boat ownership, appliance and tool use over the life of such goods. 
The level of “engagement” or “involvement” that characterizes consumers in particular transaction situations is likely to make a difference to whether consumers adopt a BCC mechanism in dealing with the seller, and which mechanism they prefer. The vast majority of simple, short-term, often repeated transactions may never involve many empowered consumers, intermediaries/agents, nor persuade sellers to shift toward consumer-centric selling, at least, not as long as the competition sticks to the traditional seller-centric model. 
Consumers’ levels of perceived risk vs. benefit, expertise and familiarity with the offerings, willingness to devote their own time and effort or rely on intermediaries/agents -- together with whether they perceive any solution assembler or consumer-centric seller to be truly operating in the consumers’ interests, rather than their own -- will make a big difference to consumers’ adoption of BCC mechanisms. 
For initial selections in simple transactions, consumers may try many offerings and sellers, unless they happen to find one they consider so satisfying and superior they choose not to look any further. They may have high levels of “repetition loyalty” toward given brands, products or sellers, or offer different “shares of wallet” to multiple options over time. And they may engage in some degree of rave/recommend/refer types of reciprocity, in addition to making repeat purchases directed toward their favorite options. 
The potential for consumer loyalty based on routine transactions of brief duration may be small, while that for longer duration may be significantly greater. On the other hand, when a single transaction, or whatever duration, delivers significant continuous value to consumers, the potential for loyalty and reciprocity may be as great as with projects and even continuous relationships. It is entirely up to the individual case and particular consumer involved. For example, a single encounter with a physician, involving a joint replacement procedure that enables the patient to return to a host of enjoyable activities thought to be lost, may stimulate “eternal” gratitude on the part of the patient, and lasting loyalty. A single encounter with a financial planner may result in a general plan for retirement that consumers are able to adhere to on their own and enables them to achieve the secure and comfortable retirement they may have feared would never be possible. A single “episode” involving a day or a week of time management instruction may enable a consumer to continuously achieve and maintain the sort of productivity at work and work/life balance at home. 
When single encounter or episode transactions have such enduring impact on consumers’ lives, they may well be loyal to the seller who delivered that impact indefinitely. This may be reflected in the consumers’ repeatedly seeking out the same seller for similar or related offerings, or, where repetition is not necessary or possible, by consumers’ spreading the word among their peers and referring many new customers to the seller to whom they are loyal. 
Transactions may include guarantees or warranties of seller, product or service quality as devices to promote consumer confidence and reduce perceived risk, particularly when the transaction involves an unfamiliar product, brand, service or seller. Normally, these devices will cost sellers little, either because the penalty it imposes is modest (e.g. get your haircut within 30 minutes or get your next one free) or because the seller ensures that failures are rare. 
2. Projects 
A “project” is normally both longer than a transaction, and more directed toward an explicit goal. It can overlap with lengthy, goal-directed encounters and episodes, but usually involves more planning and more careful selection of seller than is common for most transactions, certainly the routine variety. It is likely to require a series of interactions with a seller, in order that a complete “solution” be achieved to a complex “problem”. [In this context, a “problem” is any gap, significant enough to the consumer to be worth addressing via collaboration with a seller, between the present situation and a desired situation, including situations in which the consumer fears a threat or probability of a decline in life quality, and wishes to delay, minimize or avoid the loss.] 
Examples of projects may include a home improvement initiative, pursued as a DIY effort by consumers, themselves, carried out by contractors who may have been chosen by agents or intermediaries, or by a trusted “solution assembler”, who arranges for the various sub-contractors to supplement whatever services the assembler delivers. Another example would be a university education, or technical school training. Unlike simple transactions, these take multiple, complex “purchases” with adjustments often made in mid-stream, in order for consumers to get what they want. A weight-loss package from an educational and counseling organization such as Weight Watchers, or from a food seller such as Jenny Craig would also be examples. 
Projects often require, even depend greatly upon consumers’ own cooperation, where transactions are more “order fulfillment” applications where sellers are relied upon for most if not all the value delivered. They may last a few days, weeks, months, or even years, depending on the type of solutions and problems involved. They may depend entirely on one seller, or require the coordinated efforts of many; they may depend just on the individual buyer’s cooperation, or involve family members, friends/neighbors, or even “support groups” of consumers with similar problem and solution projects challenges or past history. 
Because they tend to last longer, and particularly because they address significant life problems, rather than routine necessities or whims, projects have greater potential for promoting consumer loyalty than most transactions. Cooperation in projects is known to be one of the best ways to promote mutual trust, for example, hence is conducive to lasting relationships for that reason as well, particularly when the project is successful. And because the benefit of the complex solution is likely to have more significance to the life of the consumer than do most transactions, there is potential for significant, though careful use of guarantees and warranties, and “pay-for-performance“ pricing as well. 
Projects are aimed at specific outcomes, with explicit aims in mind by consumers, that could be guaranteed or warrantied by sellers, or, where there is the potential for over- as well as under-achievement by consumers, a pricing approach based on the extent of over- or under-achievement. Among guarantees that have been used in projects are those offered by some fertility centers in the US, where if couples wish it, they may be offered a money-back guarantee if they do not take home a baby. Among warrantees are examples of technical schools that offer to let graduates repeat a course free if the graduate’s employer concludes that they are unqualified in what the course should have taught them. “Performance pricing” is rare with consumers, though common in B2B commerce, but an example might be a weight loss program that graduates its fees based on the percent of the consumer’s goal achieved, with both higher and lower than the pre-set fee depending on whether the consumer loses more or less weight than the fee was based upon, or perhaps whether the goal was achieved sooner or later than agreed upon. 
3. Continuous Relationships 
By definition, continuous relationships lack the explicit goal set for projects, hence have no pre-set termination. There are many kinds of continuing commercial relationships, in addition to non-commercial ones such as marriage, lasting friendship, family ties, etc.. Some such relationships are based on consumers paying continuously for continuing benefits of some kind, such as heat, light, communications utilities, cable TV, Internet service, subscriptions of various kinds. 
Others are based on consumers’ paying continuously for the right and opportunity to avail themselves of benefits, which they may not do at all, or may do with varying degrees of benefit. Some examples include health, golf and tennis club memberships, where consumers pay membership fees plus monthly dues, and perhaps fees per use as well. Another example involves insurance (particularly flood, home, auto, health types) where consumers only get benefits when something bad happens, though, in theory, they enjoy continuous protection and peace of mind thanks to having the insurance. 
Continuous relationships may also be based on continuous delivery of specific life benefits selected by consumers as priorities. Consumers may establish a continuous relationship with a financial planner/counselor, a bank or investment firm in order to enjoy continuous management of their assets, on a total reliance basis, where the seller does all the managing, or on a co-creation basis where both have significant roles in achieving the goals consumers have in mind. Consumers may have continuous relationships with concierge service providers or consumer agents who continuously work with them to minimize the time and effort the consumers spend on activities they would rather avoid or minimize, and on obligations they would rather “outsource”. 
Many institutions of higher learning are offering “lifelong learning” opportunities, including many prestigious universities in collaboration with their peers, such as Yale and Oxford. These could easily become foundations for continuous relationships, based on consumers’ long-range aspirations for learning that will help them succeed in their jobs, their relationships, and enjoy their lives, for example. As increasing numbers of jobs and even professions become obsolete, most consumers are likely to need “re-cycling” in order to gain competencies that will fit the changing job market, to say nothing of knowledge and skills that they simply wish to have. All that is needed is that these institutions switch from offering their own pre-determined “products” and begin partnering with consumers on lifetime learning plans and collaborations. 
Similarly, health care organizations and individual professionals are logical continuous partners in achieving health and health-related quality of life goals. Consumers’ personal physicians, for example might add to their traditional diagnosis, treatment and referral roles the role of “health coach”, or solution assembler, putting together a coalition of providers who can enable consumes to achieve lifelong health, improve their appearance, performance, enjoyment of life in whatever ways individual consumers wish. Already there are physicians on a “retainer” who offer annual comprehensive health and risk assessments, together with annual health improvement plans addressing the risks identified. All that is needed is to add consumers’ health aspirations, as well as current problems and risks to make these continuing relationships complete. 
Continuous relationships are focused on continuous improvement, or at least protection of specific “life resources” such as wealth, health, competence and time, or may focus on any quality-of-life dimension consumers wish to continually protect or improve. The growing market for “anti-aging” products and services may be one example, where the baby boomer generation seeks help in delaying, minimizing or avoiding the effects of aging on their appearance, “performance”, quantity and quality of life. And as long as their individually selected sellers, consumer agents or solution assemblers deliver on their promises to help, continuous loyalty for the rest of the consumer’s life is possible. 
Pricing for continuous relationships may be of the familiar subscription, membership and retainer type, when consumers are gaining continuous benefits. When they use the same seller for a series of projects with the same basis goal, and manage their own priorities, cooperation and timing, however, consumers may prefer episodic payments based on products and services, rather than on seller-managed solutions. Sellers should be prepared to adjust both the type and levels of their pricing to the levels of roles, responsibilities and risks they take on, including guarantees, warranties and performance pricing, as well as to what the market will bear. 
Quality-of-Life Effects 
Any of the types of BCC applications, transactions, projects and continuous relationships, may have serendipitous or unfortunate side effects on consumers’ quality of life (QoL). When explicit QoL dimensions are the focus for the application, where consumers have explicit QoL goals, these dimensions serve like any of the life resource or other focuses for the application. More often, however, QoL dimensions will serve as monitoring and evaluation criteria, so that consumers and sellers can watch for positive and negative side effects. 
For example, whenever consumers play significant roles in co-creation of explicit life resources value, they should gain not only the value itself, but a sense of achievement/accomplishment, and of self-esteem related to their success. Where they gain new or improved skills and self-efficacy, they may gain similar self-esteem and optimism, confidence in their future growth and ability to control their lives, for example. When they gain the financial security and type of retirement to which they aspire, consumers may feel a new sense of freedom and control as serendipitous effects, or these may have been part of their explicit goals in the first place. 
Whenever QoL dimensions, addressing basic life needs and quality dimensions such as security, belonging, self-esteem, self-actualization, excitement/enjoyment, power/autonomy/freedom, self-efficacy/confidence, etc. are potential side effect gains, or even when they might be negatively affected by transactions, projects or continuous relationships, they should be included in ongoing monitoring of the effects of each such application, in addition to monitoring of the explicit goals and expectations for each. Consumers and sellers can use the results of such monitoring and evaluation to both improve their ongoing co-management of each application, and their general competence in each type of application. 
Moreover, when the search for QoL side effects turns up significant serendipity, by finding, gauging and reminding consumers of them, agents and sellers can reinforce customer loyalty among their clients. And when negative side effects are found, as is true with experience failures, agents and sellers will have the opportunity to make appropriate amends, as well as figure out ways to prevent such effects in future. 
For continuous relationships in particular, agents and sellers may consciously promote added forms of reciprocity, beyond any continuous or episodic fees paid. The more consumers are aware of, appreciate, and give agents and sellers credit for their life resource gains and QoL improvements, the more likely they are to respond to requests for reciprocity, particularly when they over-achieve their goals or expectations. And by asking explicitly, sellers have demonstrated five to ten times as many reciprocal contributions, such as word-of-mouth impact on attracting new customers, than they realized by hoping for the best. 
By the same token, agents and sellers may choose to share with their continuous relationship clients serendipitous gains they enjoy. The military insurance firm USAA, for example, enjoyed unexpected reductions in payouts from their car insurance customers when many of them went off to war in Iraq in the Gulf War in the early 1990s. They shared these savings by rebating premiums for all those customers during the time they were in Iraq and not driving their cars. And 2400 of the customers who received rebates sent back the checks, expressing their wish that USAA continue its success and service to them, rather than take the money. Many health insurance plans in the US have similarly shared unexpected profitability with their customers by reducing premiums, deductibles or co-payment levels after a particularly good year, and enjoyed significant improvements in or reinforcement of customer loyalty as a result. 
As agents, intermediaries and sellers move from transactions to projects to continuous relationships, they should be moving from service and solution providers to value co-creation partners, and adjust their thinking and behavior toward consumers accordingly. Issues of trust will become more critical; demonstration of commitment to consumers’ best interests will be more essential; and proof of positive impact on their lives will be required, where these are minor concerns in most transactions, for example. But as they move in that direction, they can expect, and seek to ensure, that the rewards they gain in return will more than make up for the additional investments they must make.
