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The “Critical Incident Technique” (CIT) has long been used in identifying key “moments of truth” that affect how satisfied or dissatisfied consumer customers are with their transaction experiences with sellers. [M.J. Bitner et al. “Critical Incidents in Service Encounters” in M.J. Bitner & L. Crosby (Eds) Designing a Winning Service Strategy Chicago, IL, American Marketing Association 1989  98-99]  Given BCC’s interest in the “meaning in my life” significance of both transactions and relationships, it makes sense to adapt this technique to critical impacts, rather than stop with incidents. 
Critical Impacts
Critical differences that sellers, consumer agents, solution assemblers, and buyer-centric sellers make in the lives of consumers engaged in BCC can emerge from individual encounters, extended episodes, and continuous relationships, or any mix thereof, depending on what kinds of impacts consumers are after, and what kinds their “partners” in BCC are able to and choose to deliver.
1.  Individual Encounters – while most brief service encounters and consumer goods purchases deliver only ephemeral benefits, and make little lasting difference in their lives, some such encounters have lasting impacts.  The purchase of financial counseling that enables consumers to plan and manage their spending, savings, debt and investments to enable a comfortable retirement is one example.  The surgeon who saves an accident victim’s life, or enables through knee replacement a formerly disabled consumer to resume normal activity is another.
2. Extended Episodes – “purchases” of college, graduate school, technical institute, or coaching episodes involve lengthy interactive experiences that can deliver dramatic differences in people’s lives.  Weeks or months of cancer treatment can have similar impacts.  A concierge service that plans and manages a family’s relocation to a distant city or country is another example.  The episode may last weeks, months, even years, while the impacts may last decades.
3. Continuous Relationships – ongoing relationships with consumer agents can deliver continuous benefits of time, hassle, effort, attention and even money savings by optimizing consumers’ transactions.  Relationships with solution assemblers, where the “solution” involves continuous benefits, such as through time savings, wealth management, health or competency improvement, can do the same.  Ongoing relationships with personal trainers or coaches can make the difference between winning and losing on the golf or tennis circuit, for example.   
In all three categories, both consumers as empowered participants in BCC, and their BCC partners should be very much interested in precisely what differences are going to be, are being made, and are expected to be made in future.  Past critical impacts are likely to be key drivers of satisfaction with service providers and intentions to repeat encounter and episode benefit providers.  They, along with current benefits and progress toward current goals are equally important in continuous relationships.  And in all three types of experiences, expectations of future benefits, together with anticipation of loss and regret if the relationships are terminated, act to promote benefits to buyers, agents and sellers. 
Recent US research into continuous relationships, one involving membership in a health club [T. White et al.], the other interactive cable TV service [K. Lemon et al. “Dynamic Customer Relationship Management: Incorporating Future Considerations into the Service Retention Decision” Journal of Marketing 66:1 Jan 2002  1-14] has shown that expectations of future use and benefits can overpower satisfaction with past experiences in determining consumer persistence in ongoing commercial relationships.
When consumers reporting high satisfaction with past experiences had low expectations of future use and benefits, they also tended to have low “anticipation of regret” with respect to letting their membership or service drop.  By contrast, even those reporting low satisfaction, if they had high expectations of future use and benefit, had high anticipation of regret.  As a consequence, future expectations, of benefit from persisting in the relationship, or of regret if terminated, drowned out satisfaction ratings as determinants of keeping vs. dropping behavior.
Critical Impact Technique 
Unlike critical incidents, where the focus is on usually brief moments in transaction experiences, and on the customer satisfaction and repeat purchase effects thereof, critical impacts involve lasting perceptions that affect decisions regarding perceived relationships and intentions/behavior relative to their continuation.  If what is labeled as customer relationship management (CRM) were truly interested in relationships, it would include some interest in lasting impacts on consumers, rather than focus exclusively on consumer purchases’ impact on sellers.
Critical Impact Analysis (with the unfortunate initials CIA) explicitly addresses the “meaning in my life” differences that encounters, episodes and relationships make to consumers, along with their awareness, appreciation, and attribution thereof, unashamedly adapting the CIT approach in doing so.  Like CIT, the CIA approach begins with asking consumers what has been important to them, but in terms of impacts vs. incidents, and including relationships as well as experiences.
It asks: “Thinking over your (encounter, episode, relationship) with (service provider) – what kinds of important differences has (whichever of the three) made in your life?”  If consumers have difficulty answering such a general question, interviewers can back up a step and ask what impact respondents perceive in the life dimension specifically dealt with by the provider in question, e.g. health, time, competence, wealth, or other life-enabling industries.  Or they may ask in explicit terms of the service(s) delivered by the provider in question, where these are clear and limited.
If the interview begins at the beginning, with the specific service delivered, and asks what difference it has made to consumers, the interviewer will then ask why that difference is important to the consumer.  Further probing persists until a basic human need, benefit or value, one or more quality-of-life differences are mentioned.  If the questioning begins in the middle or at the end of the benefit chain (e.g. a wealth or health benefit, or a life quality improvement), interviewers must probe backwards when important differences are mentioned to ask what specific role or action by the provider accounted for the perceived impact. 
Depending on the individual, the “ladder” from provider service to consumers’ life benefit may include as few as three, or as many as ten or more “rungs”.  All that is necessary is to go close enough to the “bottom” to learn what precisely consumers give credit to for the value in the benefit ladder, and what ultimate human need or value makes the benefit worth achieving.  The critical impact includes all effects and their value, while each person’s situation, aspirations and values determines what the “meaning in my life” really is.
While BCC focuses mainly on how consumers can optimize the value they obtain from transactions and relationships with sellers, and on reducing the value gaps that present seller-centric commerce perpetuates, knowing how consumers perceive value and what value is present in their transactions and relationships can be helpful to both consumers and buyer-centric sellers.  Since critical incidents have a long history of involvement in consumer satisfaction and its promotion, it would seem a reasonable extension to suggest that critical impacts can have similar value, and the CIT technique is easily adaptable to impacts via CIA.
