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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

THE TRANSFORMATION IMPERATIVE

Best or nothing.
But what about the
experience?

Mercedes-Benz had one of the world's most powerful 
product brands. What it did not have was a customer 
experience worthy of it. Accordingly, CEO Steve Cannon 
staked his legacy on changing that — setting an 
audacious goal: to make Mercedes-Benz the global 
leader in customer experience across all brands, not just 
in automotive.

What followed was a multi-year, enterprise-wide 
transformation involving 1,600 corporate staff and 26,000 
dealership employees across 362 locations. The five 
insights in this eBook are drawn from my work with Steve 
and his leadership team along that journey.  This 
resource highlights the universal principles that apply to 

any leader determined to build a culture of genuine 

customer delight.

“Delight is not a department. It is a decision made by every

person in contact with every customer, every time.”

— Joseph Michelli
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WHY THIS STORY MATTERS

From product dominance to customer obsession
THE CHALLENGE

A legendary product brand with an

inconsistent customer experience —

varying wildly from dealership to

dealership and falling short of the

standard set by the vehicle itself.

THE COMMITMENT

CEO Steve Cannon declared a

five-year transformation goal: to

become the global leader in customer

experience across all brands — not just

luxury automotive.

THE LESSON

Great products earn first purchases. 
Great experiences earn lifetime 
customers. The Mercedes-Benz story 
proves that the gap between those two 
is typically a people, process, or culture 
problem.

Mercedes-Benz was winning engineering awards while losing ground on customer satisfaction surveys. The product 

was extraordinary. The experience surrounding it was uneven. What happened next — a disciplined,

multi-year, enterprise-wide commitment to change — is one of the most instructive customer experience 
transformation stories in modern business.

“Best or nothing. That was always the product promise. Now it had to become the experience promise.”
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PRINCIPLE ONE

Map the Journey Before You Drive It
You cannot improve an experience you have not defined



PRINCIPLE ONE: MAP THE JOURNEY BEFORE YOU DRIVE IT

YOU CAN'T IMPROVE WHAT YOU DON'T UNDERSTAND

Map the Journey Before You Drive It

Steve Cannon's first act as CEO was not to launch a

program. It was to convene his leadership team and ask a

deceptively simple question: How do we want our

customers to feel? That question drove a two-day offsite

that produced a hand-drawn visual map — a picture of

current state, future state, and the construction required to

close the gap between them.

The map was not a PowerPoint. It was a commitment made

visible. It showed leaders where Mercedes-Benz was

(strong products, inconsistent experiences), where it

intended to go (global leader in customer experience across

all brands), and what it would take to get there. Construction

cranes in the artist's rendering signaled that multiple

projects would have to happen simultaneously over a

five-year horizon.

Most organizations skip this step. They launch initiatives

before they have honestly assessed their starting point or

clearly defined their destination. The Mercedes-Benz

journey began with clarity — and that clarity is what made

the effort sustainable. 

ained commitment possible.

REFLECTION

1. Have you mapped your customer experience
transformation journey?

2. What is the honest gap between your current experience

and the one you aspire to deliver?

3. What would it look like to make that gap visible to every

leader in your organization?

90-DAY ACTION:

“A journey without a map is just motion. The leaders who transform their organizations start with an honest picture of

where they are and a compelling picture of where they are going.”

— Joseph Michelli
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PRINCIPLE TWO

Turn Promises into Committed Action
Culture change requires structure, not just inspiration



PRINCIPLE TWO: TURN PROMISES INTO COMMITTED ACTION

STRUCTURED CULTURE CHANGE  

Turn Promises into Committed Action

Steve Cannon did not just declare a vision. He made three

specific, public commitments that became known as The

Standard: every department would be mobilized, every

touchpoint would be examined and refined, and every

employee at every dealership would be trained and

equipped. These were not aspirations. They were

accountable promises with measurable outcomes attached.

To operationalize the first commitment, a Customer

Experience Team was created — lean by design (14 people

at headquarters) but powerful by mandate. It reported

directly to the CEO. The team was split into Strategy and

Planning and Metrics and Insights — ensuring that the voice

of the customer was both heard and acted on at every level

of the organization.

The lesson is not about org chart design. It is about the

difference between announcing a priority and building the

infrastructure to deliver on it. Organizations that treat

customer experience as a campaign will always be outrun

by those that treat it as a system.

REFLECTION

1. What specific, public commitments have you made about

the customer experience — and what accountability exists

for keeping them?

2. Who in your organization owns the customer journey across

all departments, not just within one?

3. Where is customer experience treated as a campaign rather

than a sustained operational commitment?

90-DAY ACTION:

“Inspiration launches change. Commitment sustains it. The difference between those two is structure, accountability,

and the willingness to be measured.”

— Joseph Michelli
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PRINCIPLE THREE

Every Touchpoint Is the Brand
Customers do not experience your org chart — they experience interaction 
moments



PRINCIPLE THREE: EVERY TOUCHPOINT IS THE BRAND

CUSTOMERS DO NOT EXPERIENCE YOUR ORG CHART

Every Touchpoint Is the Brand

Mercedes-Benz leadership knew that the brand's reputation

was only as strong as its weakest customer interaction. A

flawless vehicle handover meant nothing if the service

appointment scheduling was frustrating. An extraordinary

test drive meant nothing if the financing conversation felt

transactional.

The touchpoint audit that followed was meticulous —

mapping every point of contact between a customer and the

brand, from initial consideration through post-service

follow-up. Each touchpoint was evaluated: Was it

consistent? Was it worthy of the brand? Was it creating an

emotional connection or simply completing a transaction?

The $230 million investment in Autohaus dealership design

had already created physical consistency. What remained

was behavioral consistency — ensuring that every human

interaction inside those buildings matched the quality of the

environment and the vehicle. That is the harder work, and it

is the work that is never truly finished.

REFLECTION

1. Have you mapped every touchpoint in your customer's

journey — including the ones your organization rarely talks

about?

2. Where in your customer sequence does the experience fall

below the standard set by your product or brand promise?

3. Which touchpoints are you measuring, and which ones are

you hoping your customers won't notice?

90-DAY ACTION:

“Your brand is not your logo. It is the sum of every interaction your customer has with every person and process in

your organization.”

— Joseph Michelli
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PRINCIPLE FOUR

Let the Customer's Voice Lead
Real-time feedback is a management tool



PRINCIPLE FOUR: LET THE CUSTOMER'S VOICE LEAD

REAL-TIME FEEDBACK IS THE DIFFERENTIATOR

Let the Customer's Voice Lead

Mercedes-Benz built a Customer Experience Program

(CEP) designed to capture real-time feedback from

customers immediately following sales and service

interactions. Not quarterly. Not annually. Within days of

each touchpoint.

The results were shared with dealership management in

near real-time — giving leaders the ability to close the loop

with dissatisfied customers before a single negative review

appeared online. More importantly, the data was used not to

punish but to improve. Dealers who embraced the feedback

culture saw their scores rise. Those who ignored it fell

behind.

Mercedes-Benz also maintained online customer advisory

communities — thousands of owners and brand enthusiasts

who were regularly consulted on everything from upcoming

product decisions to accessory pricing. These communities

became a competitive advantage: a living, breathing focus

group that kept leadership connected to what customers

actually wanted, not what leaders assumed they wanted.

REFLECTION

1. How quickly does customer feedback reach the leaders who

can act on it — and how quickly do those leaders respond?

2. Do you have a system for closing the loop with dissatisfied

customers before they take their frustration public?

3. How are you actively involving your customers in improving

the experience — beyond surveys they never hear back

from?

90-DAY ACTION:

“The voice of the customer is a conversation. The organizations that listen in real time and respond

with urgency earn the loyalty that others can only measure.”

— Joseph Michelli
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PRINCIPLE FIVE

Delight Is a People Business
You cannot delight customers through people who are not delighted themselves



PRINCIPLE FIVE: DELIGHT IS A PEOPLE BUSINESS

YOU DELIGHT CUSTOMERS THROUGH YOUR PEOPLE 

Delight Is a People Business

When Mercedes-Benz launched its Drive a Star Home

program — providing 709 Mercedes-Benz vehicles through

a partnership with Hertz so that every dealership employee

could drive the product they sold — 70 percent of

participants had never actually driven a Mercedes-Benz.

The results were immediate and measurable: 91 percent of

dealership staff participated, 99 percent recommended the

program, and some employees were moved to tears.

That is a culture story. Leaders at Mercedes-Benz

understood that you cannot ask people to create emotional 

connections with customers they have not yet made with 

the brand themselves. Engagement has to be built from the 

inside out — starting with employees who believe in what 

they are selling, understand who they are serving, and feel 

valued by the organization that employs them.

The same survey discipline applied to customers was

applied to employees. Dealership staff were surveyed on

engagement and results were shared and acted upon.

were held accountable for improvement. The principle was

simple: a delighted employee is the precondition for a

delighted customer.

REFLECTION

1. When did your frontline team members last have an

experience of your product or service as a customer would

— not as an employee?

2. How do you measure and act on the engagement of the

people who deliver your customer experience?

3. Where in your organization are leaders being held

accountable for the engagement level of their teams?

90-DAY ACTION:

“If you want to know why your customers feel the way they do, look first at how your employees feel. The customer

experience is a mirror of the employee experience.”

— Joseph Michelli

Driven to Delight: Leadership Insights  © Joseph Michelli 2026 • josephmichelli.com 13



These Five Are Just the Beginning

Driven to Delight tells the full Mercedes-Benz USA transformation story — the vision, the missteps, the breakthroughs,

and the measurable results of a five-year commitment to becoming the global leader in customer experience. Available

on Amazon and wherever business books are sold.

Work with Joseph

Keynote Speaking • Leadership Workshops • Retreat Facilitation

Books • Podcast • Training Programs

Connect with Joseph

josephmichelli.com

LinkedIn: Joseph Michelli • X: @josephmichelli

joseph@josephmichelli.com



BOOKS BY JOSEPH MICHELLI, PH.D.

Continue the Journey
All books available on Amazon and wherever business books are sold.

Driven to Delight

The Starbucks Experience

Leading the Starbucks Way

The New Gold Standard

All Business Is Personal

The Airbnb Way

The Zappos Experience

Prescription for Excellence

Stronger Through Adversity

When Fish Fly

Customer Magic

The MindChamps Way

Ready to go deeper?

These insights are the starting point. Joseph’s keynotes and training programs translate each principle into practical tools, facilitated

conversations, and implementation roadmaps your team can act on immediately. joseph@josephmichelli.com • josephmichelli.com
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