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While BCC is understood to mean “Buyer-Centric Commerce”, it could easily mean “Benevolent Consumer Commitment” when applied to mechanisms for buyer-centricity that are adopted by sellers, rather than empowered consumers and agents who take over from sellers. Since it is clear, at least to me, that empowered consumers and agents will not dominate commerce, to say nothing of taking it over entirely, it continues to make sense for sellers to look at benevolence as a differentiating platform in their own interests. 
In its narrowest meaning, “benevolence” means doing, or literally wishing, good for others. Benevolent societies may be described as doing so, and most not-for-profit organizations are expected to do so, though all have to generate the revenue necessary to survive, and often become a bit non-benevolent in the process. But when it comes to relationships with customers, including consumers and B2B clients, benevolence has a slightly different meaning, and relates directly to the determinants of trust and lasting relationships. 
In this context, the opposite of benevolence is not malevolence, i.e. wishing and doing harm for others. Instead, it is the very self-centered, own-interests-first approach to relationships that BCC rails against. The antonym for benevolence is opportunism, treating customers as objects to be exploited for the seller’s own purposes, usually with guile, so that buyers are fooled or lulled into believing that their interests are being served as well. 
The nature of the “free” market offers limited regulation to protect consumers against only the most egregious forms of exploitation, such as false and misleading advertising, failure to deliver, etc. It hides behind the ancient maxim of caveat emptor to justify all kinds of “puffery” that would be deemed false and misleading in other contexts. It does nothing to control sellers capturing and sharing information about consumers that is used to manipulate them, rather than serve them. 
Free markets, and particularly investment pressures on for-profits, plus payment and fund-raising pressures on not-for-profits put so much pressure on sellers to drive revenue and margins, come hell or high water. This pressure, coupled with a largely laissez-faire attitude toward sellers, perhaps in the often-cited belief that what is good for sellers is good for the country, means opportunism is far more prevalent than benevolence. It is likely to be seen as a far more attractive strategy to meet the short-term financial interests of firms and executives. 
Yet, in a recent book, Kumar noted that 700 global CEOs rated as their leading issue the achievement, maintenance and improvement of customer loyalty and retention. [N. Kumar Marketing as Strategy: Understanding the CEO’s Agenda for Driving Growth and Innovation Boston, MA, Harvard Business School 2003] Since trust is the dominant determinant of loyalty, and benevolence the dominant determinant of trust, why not consider benevolence as an alternative to the prevailing seller opportunism? 
In theory, a degree of benevolence is built in to the very definition of marketing, as the management of mutually beneficial exchanges of value. Unfortunately, among sellers eager to match or beat shareholders’, board members’ or investment analysts’ projections and expectations for this quarter’s profits, the “mutually beneficial” part often gets lost. Sellers are prone to “satisfizing” the value they deliver to consumers (they can rarely get away with doing so to business customers), doing just enough to make consumers expect and perceive just enough real value, while maximizing seller’s return on the investment. 
What About Optimizing Mutual Value? 
Any seller seeking to maximize its own value, for the exclusive benefit of its shareholders and executives, is bound to satisfize the benefit it delivers to customers. Maximizing, by definition, is to push something (like shareholder value) to its maximum level, to get as much as possible from opportunities, assets and resources, such as customers. It contrasts to “optimizing”, which means getting as much as possible, usually of more than one value, and under recognized and specified conditions or limits, such as competing or conflicting values. BCC recognizes this distinction by defining buyer-centric commerce as aiming to optimize, rather than maximize the value that sellers gain from buyers. After all, if it maximized what buyers gained from sellers, it would soon destroy sellers, and leave no market remaining. Sellers do not worry about running out of buyers – population and economic growth keep producing bigger and better consumers, who seem to have no limit on their appetites, and few limits on their gullibility. But sellers might find that benevolence could be one of their most effective differentiators from their rival seller-centric opportunist, drive far higher levels of loyalty and retention, and ultimately profitability as well. 
Benevolent Relationships 
The classic image of the truly rapaciously opportunistic seller is the outright con man, hustler, or flim-flam firm that promises whatever it takes to separate gullible consumers from their money, then leaves town or goes out of business without ever delivering what was promised. They are blatantly illegal operations, and usually go out of business as soon as the law catches up with them, though the principals often manage to elude discovery and capture. 
Slightly lower on the opportunism scale are those sellers that simply exaggerate the benefits while downplaying the costs to inflate the apparent value of what they offer, e.g. citing only the most successful cases and ignoring average or low examples, while delivering far less than most customers expect. This is usually excused as “puffery” or “hype”, rather than dishonesty, of course, though it is technically illegal. 
Since these exaggerators tend to produce high levels of dissatisfaction when they deliver less than customers expect, they usually enjoy little or no satisfaction or loyalty. More egregious examples include the kinds of insurance firms that deny and delay payment of what their customers expect, while counting on poorly informed new customers to make up for customers who defect over such lack of benefit, since they don’t want customers who actually qualify for benefits, anyway. 
Blessed with a little more benevolence, more toward the middle of the scale, should be those sellers who seek to balance the exchange of value, delivering enough value to satisfy their customers, at least most of them, while ensuring they get enough value for themselves to satisfy their shareholders, directors and own ambitions. This can work for decades, as long as no rivals in the same markets offer more than satisfizing products, services and experiences. 
Chances are, however, that when sellers operate in the satisfizing mode, they will not enjoy much loyalty or high retention, since even roughly equal rivals can win business with price discounts or rewards for switching. There will be little reason for emotional bonding or a personal relationship. On the other hand, it may well be that a number of sellers will survive and prosper at this position, where their costs of satisfizing are well below the revenue they gain thereby, and no rivals do any better. 
Moving toward the benevolence end of the scale should be found sellers that are willing and able to identify and respond to more of what consumers wish for and dream of, rather than just what they expect and demand. Customers of such sellers should rate themselves at the top of the satisfaction survey scale, at “delighted” rather than merely “satisfied”, for example. They should enthusiastically indicate their willingness to recommend the seller to their friends, and actually do so, as well. 
Except for a few rare not-for-profit altruistic sellers who can rely on their endowments or fund-raising success to cover their costs, regardless of how much money they generate from selling products or services, the farthest most sellers will get toward benevolence is where they optimize the value they deliver to customers, while satisfizing the value they gain for themselves. 
They may be not-for-profits that meet their basic needs for survival through revenue, government support, endowment or fund-raising, for example, and devote the rest of their energies and resources to delivering benefits to their customers. They might even include the odd privately-held for-profit firm that strives to optimize its vision and mission, with only modest expectations for owners’ rewards. 
If sellers look toward the benevolent end of the scale, they may find opportunities for their own, as well as buyers’ benefit that are far greater, or at least equal to those at the opportunistic end. Because of the profit impact of keeping more of the right customers longer, combined with the effects of delivering more value to customers on keeping them longer, it may well be that there is more money to be made in benevolence than in opportunism. 
Recent research, for example, has indicated that loyalty is different when continuous relationships are involved, in contrast to episodic purchase repetition where immediate experience satisfaction is the only variable. In fact, in the examples studied, telecommunications service and health club memberships, the anticipation of future benefits were more powerful than perceptions of past satisfaction in deciding who re-enrolled vs. quit. [K. Lemon et al. “Dynamic Customer Relationship Management: Incorporating Future Considerations into the Service Retention Decision” Journal of Marketing 66:1 Jan 2002 pp. 1-14] 
Since BCC is based on consumers and their agents seeking value optimization in terms of “meaning in my life” value, seller benevolence requires gaining information, insight and understanding of the “life meaning” of the relationships they intend to offer in order to gain loyalty and retention. They will have to plan, manage, track and remind consumers of the value the relationship is delivering to each, rather than rely on traditional product/service advertising and experience marketing. 
And rather than use marketing communications to promise product/service virtues in order to acquire new customers, benevolent sellers should use them to promote current customers’ confidence that the relationship they have with the seller will continue to maintain or increase the life meaning it has had in the past. This will require truly customized communications, with each customer’s history known and cited in such communications, rather than case examples or testimonials from others. 
The combination of aiming for, planning, managing, tracking, and reminding relationship customers about how their known life interests have been, are being and will be successfully protected and improves will offer benevolent sellers a new foundation for relationships. It will be a challenge for each seller to decide and learn how far toward the benevolent end of the opportunism/benevolence scale each is comfortable with and can live with, while satisfying other stakeholders. But there is clearly lots of room in that direction, and opportunities for successful differentiation and delivery in serving consumers’ interests in balance with sellers’.
