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While at first glance, the title of this piece may suggest an intention to discuss the importance of a firm’s employees in any BCC strategy or initiative, that is not its purpose. Employees are certainly key contributors in any customer relationship effort, though they are often ignored in CRM initiatives, to the detriment of both the initiatives and the firms that invest in them. But this piece intends to address how the concept of BCC, and, indeed, its usual implementation mechanisms, can be applied to employee relations just as easily, and successfully, as they can be to relationships with consumers. 
Admittedly, the idea of applying the concepts and mechanisms of ”Buyer-Centric Commerce” to employees may seem odd, if not ludicrous on the face. Employees are not “buyers”, and their relationships with their employers are not included in what is usually termed “commerce”. Yet they are clearly involved in a “commercial friendship”, as is the case with customer relationships. And there is clearly a “market exchange” involved, even though some employees may think of and even refer to themselves as “wage slaves”. 
Rather than argue in principle whether employees properly fit into the BCC model, let us first consider whether the philosophy of BCC applies to relationships between employees and their employers. Do firms tend to look for ways to optimize the value they extract from employees, rather then ensure fair exchanges of mutual value? Do employees often look to extrinsic mechanisms to get their fair share (e.g. unions, strikes, government regulation)? Do firms tend to judge their “balanced scorecard” performance on how well their executives, managers and shareholders benefit from employees’ labor – more than, even exclusive of how employees benefit? 
There are clearly exceptions to the “extraction model” of relationships that characterize many if not most employment relationships as far as employees are concerned, often reported when describing the “best employers to work for. But is seems likely that the norm, the mode for employee/employer relationships is closer to the CRM model of relationships with customers than to the BCC alternative. And there are reasons to suggest that the BCC model, if applied to employee relations, might work better for employers, just as it can for sellers when applied to customer relationships. 
BCC Mechanisms Used by Employees 
Like consumers engaged in BCC, employees have access to and often use the same kinds of mechanisms consumers are resorting to as they seek to redress the balance in their relationships with sellers. Employers frequently “empower” themselves by acquiring skills, knowledge, reputations for performance, etc. that make them attractive in the employment market. They may further empower themselves by gaining internal “political” strength, though this often acts to the detriment of firms, as they become over politicized. 
Prospective employees have used a wide range of intermediaries in relationships with employees. The growing number of employment search sites online are one example. Traditional employment agencies and search firms serve an intermediary function, with differing degrees of commitment to the individual looking for work and the employer depending on the orientation and focus of each, how and by whom each is paid. In the rarified atmosphere of sports and entertainment celebrities, the “employee” often hires a permanent “agent” to promote individual’s value and negotiate bigger and better deals. 
But the mechanism that this article is about is “buyer-centric marketing”, in which the firm shifts significantly away from its extraction model toward a mutual value model, focused on its own employees. This may happen in firms who have made the shift first to their customers, whether consumers of business clients, or some may move to the mutual value model with their employees first, then realize it could work well with their customers. Employees may use personal empowerment or intermediary/agency mechanisms in conjunction with choosing to work for, or helping to “reform” a firm toward an “employee-centric” mode of operation, but I shall assume the firm and its employees have already reached this point, for purposes of the discussion that follows. 
“Meaning in My Life” for Employees 
To apply BCC to employee relationships, employers need only look from the outside in, as they are challenged to do with respect to customers, and particularly consumers, essentially the same species as employees. Start by looking at the ways in which the employee relationship delivers benefits and imposes costs to employees in terms of their life quality dimensions, and how the balance between benefits and costs (i.e. “lifetime value to the employee”) compares to “employee lifetime value” to the employer. 
If the BCC philosophy is applied, it should be the case that employees are able to optimize the life quality/meaning value they obtain from relationships with multiple employers. This will occur through a series of continuous relationships with various employers, or even a single lifelong relationship with one employer, in increasingly rare cases, in contrast to the parallel episodic transaction relationship that characterizes the “promiscuity” in customer relationships. 
On the other hand, just as is true for sellers, each employer will naturally be looking to at least balance its value gains from employees with its value investments in them. Many employers are already outsourcing functions that enable them to escape completely the traditional roles and responsibilities of managing their relationships with employees. Of course, this makes the challenge of managing relationships with the core capability, key employees they have left that much more important. 
Life Resource Portfolio Co-Management 
As with continuous relationships with customers, the “meaning in my life” that employment relationships involve is likely to fall into the same “life resource” categories, as well as the same overall life quality dimensions. Any employee relationship is sure to include a combination of intended and unintended consequences to employees’ “competence”, “health”, “time” and “wealth” assets, as well as to their quality of life. The issue is simply whether employers and employees work to co-manage such consequences, to plan for and consciously strive to protect and enhance these assets, as contrasted to letting most of them be affected willy-nilly. [“Buyer-Centric Partnerships for Life” Buyer-Centric Commerce Forum: In My Opinion 3 March 2004] 
To co-manage life resource assets, a deliberate planning and action process is needed. A traditional SWOT (“strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats”) kind of personal situation analysis should be a starting point for planning. It should identify where employees currently stand in terms of each of the four life resource assets. It should reflect where there are problems (“weaknesses”) in their current situation, where things are in good shape (“strengths”), where there are clear risks to their status (“threats”) and where there is potential for significant improvement (“opportunities”). 
Rather than focus solely on life resources, themselves, employees and employers should take the additional step of assessing the relative life quality significance of each SWOT determination. By employing a simple market research technique called “laddering” [J. Myers “Positioning Based on Laddering” Ch.11 in his Segmentation and Positioning for Strategic Marketing Decisions Chicago, IL, American Marketing Association 1996 pp. 263-282], employees -- on their own, with the help of the employer or a third party -- can identify the connections between each SWOT item and their individual basic human needs and values. 
The laddering technique starts with any particular SWOT item an individual employee identifies, then asks the employee to answer the question: “Why is that important to you?” The same probing question is asked relative to employees’ answers until it is clear that such a question is no longer necessary or rational. An initial identification of a stress problem in the “health” category may relate to just physical, or also psychological, social and even spiritual dimensions of health, for example. While answering probing questions, employees may eventually cite basic human needs such as frequent physical discomfort, worry and insecurity, home relationship troubles, self-esteem reduction, and self-actualization difficulties. 
Employees who cite a “competence” problem, such as lack of skills needed to advance in their position, or difficulties working in teams. They may also mention insecurity in their personal relationship skills, in planning and managing their own affairs and finances. They may bring up a “wealth” worry, such as too much debt, or inability to see a way to send their children to college. Their “competence” problem may link to their “wealth” difficulty, when they lack the competence to get a higher-paying, or even a full-time vs. part-time position. Or they may cite a “time” concern, with insufficient time left from work and home obligations to spend time with their children, or enjoy favorite activities. All such issues will lead directly to one or more life quality need or value. 
By identifying the linkages between life-resource dimensions that can be objectively measured to life quality dimensions that cannot, employees gain a fuller picture of why some life resource issues are more important than others. This should help each employee in setting goals and priorities for action, and in motivating their own roles and responsibilities in whatever employee/employer partnership approach is used to address each. It will also help in enabling employees to create a “mission statement” to galvanize and organize multiple life improvement initiatives, whether conducted in parallel or in series, on a one-time or continuous basis. 
The employer can support employees’ personalized efforts toward improving their individual life resources and quality at a minimal level by helping them acquire and practice the self-help planning and management skills involved. The firm may provide additional support in the form of a private “life resource portfolio” that each may create and access regularly in order to remind themselves of their forward-looking efforts, to track their adherence to the action plan and schedule they came up with, and to monitor their progress in improving their competence, health, time and wealth assets. (Any such portfolio should be under the complete control of each individual employee, whose express permission would be needed for anyone else, particularly the employer, to access any part of it.) 
Moving a little farther up the scale of support, the employer could offer “personal coaches” to help with particular dimensions – financial advisors for “wealth” assets, health coaches or personal trainers for “health” assets, time management coaches or concierge services providers for “time” assets, and lifelong learning advisors or providers for “competence” assets. Firms may also vet a select set of service providers in particular asset categories, arrange discounts from, or pay something toward employees’ costs for such services. 
Each firm can decide how much it can afford to invest in its continuous life resource/quality relationship with employees, perhaps investing more for executives, senior managers and key professionals, as is a common practice already with respect to compensation and perks. Employers may decide based on the downside effects that current recruitment and retention, absenteeism and “presenteeism”, morale and low customer satisfaction are having on their current performance. This is one basis for estimating how much better their financial and balanced scorecard performance might be if they invest in improving their employee’s lives – not just via “working conditions” at the worksite -- but in total. 
Estimating the probable, predictable value to the firm of investments in life resource/quality improvement partnerships with employees will be challenging in most firms. One approach might be to “incrementalize” the strategy implementation, focusing on small numbers of employees, small numbers of improvement dimensions as pilot efforts to test their impacts on metrics such as retention, morale, customer satisfaction and loyalty. Firms with separate locations would probably find this an easier approach than those with only one, however, since employees not participating in the pilot test are likely to hear about it from those who are participating, when they share the same worksite. 
Employees throughout developed nations are addressing “work/life balance issues, creating all kinds of arrangements to reduce the problems that employees have in coping with their work demands while hoping to have a life at home as well. A BCC continuous relationship approach based on the kind of lifelong relationship possibilities that are feasible with consumers could be just the answer. And it would be one focused not just on addressing work/life balance problems, but on enabling employees, through any combination of their own and their employee’s investments, to achieve and enjoy a better life. If there is a stronger potential foundation for lasting, mutually rewarding relationships between employees and their employers, I have yet to hear of it.
