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Crafting your  
UNIQUE  Value Proposition 

 
What is value?  What is a proposition?  How do they come together to create something 
truly unique?   This tool will help you merge these two drivers into a value proposition 
that rises above the market noise.  
 
By Richard Fouts 
 
How many times have you communicated what you do, 
only to hear the response we marketers dread most. 
“Doesn’t everybody do that?”   Seasoned marketing 
communications professionals are good at translating 
their products into basic customer value statements.  
But, the exercise gets more difficult as we try to drive 
something truly unique into our story – and it’s those 
unique qualities that create attention and drive 
competitive edge. 

 

How value proposition impacts the bottom line 
Many marketers craft value proposition statements with an obligatory 
attitude – to satisfy the opening slide of their marketing plan.  Or, they 
placate senior management with an ego-driven value proposition that no one 
dare disagree with.  This is dangerous behavior.  Brand communications 
become mundane, or even border on fiction when you become satisfied with 
unimaginative statements like: “we deliver a superior solution at the most 
competitive price”. 
 
Your customers are smart.  If the uniqueness of your value proposition 
doesn’t ring true, they will hear the dissonance.  If it’s credible, it extends 
throughout all your brand communications and you become a consistent 
communicator of value. 
 

Is this you? 
If any one of the following five scenarios is happening in your organization, 
the problem could be rooted in the integrity of your basic value proposition – 
or its failure to deliver anything unique:  
 
   1.  Your value proposition isn’t working the way it used to.   

Your usual techniques (we’re bigger, therefore better) don’t seem to 
be working anymore.  You are failing to achieve growth targets.  If it 
continues, you fear you’ll lose significant share. 

 
  2.  You’re missing the initial cut in competitive bids.   
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Customers are using scorecards to evaluate your offering against 
others.  Your lack of something unique is reducing your score, 
eliminating you from initial consideration or eliminating you in earlier 
rounds.   

 
3.  You’re getting lost in the noise of the market.    

Sales reps are having a hard time communicating value and resort to 
selling on price.  Management is approving larger and larger discounts 
to get the business. 

 
4.  Conversions rates are falling.   

Deals are not transitioning to the next logical step of the sales cycle, 
despite your solid business offers.  

 
5. Close rates are falling.  

You get all the way to closure, only to have a competitor (with equal or 
inferior value) win the sale by offering a more compelling proposal.  

 

Deconstructing the problem 
Before you jump in and starting brainstorming about how you can drive more 
unique qualities into your product or service, take a step back and take a 
look at your value proposition performs today.  

What is your Value? 
Simply stated, value is an expression of how your product or service 
performs at a price point better than alternatives.  Hence, the familiar term 
“price/performance ratio.” 
 
Of course, this represents a perfect market where people make rational 
decisions based on objective criteria.   As marketers, we add more perceived 
brand value (and often price) to our offerings through persuasive promotion.  
But, let’s leave brand premium aside for now and just concentrate on value 
basics: 

 
Value = Product performance + relative price point 

 
Think about the business case for your solution. Which variable exploits your 
strengths?  Performance or price?   
 
Consider this example from the auto industry, where consumers are known 
for conducting pretty thorough comparative analysis in their purchase 
decisions:  
 

  
 

Lexus:  We deliver “BMW specifications” for less money 
(we charge less for the same product). 
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BMW:  We deliver a “driving experience” that 
outperforms Lexus (and we’re worth the higher price 
tag). 
 
 
 

BMW clearly favors the performance variable of the value equation (when it 
competes with Lexus).  Their product strategy delivers a superior driving 
experience - and they have built a value proposition that commands higher 
prices that its Lexus challenger.   Lexus challenges BMW on both product 
performance and price, but (like most market challengers) leans toward price 
to compete. 

What is Your Business Proposition? 
Simply stated, a proposition is an offer to do business.  While price and 
performance are big variables in the value equation – your proposition 
expands the equation – and can make the difference in adding a unique 
dimension to your offer. 
 

Unique Value = Product performance + relative price point  
+  business proposition 

 
 
Let’s take another look an example from our friends in the auto industry.   
 

 

Toyota:  we offer the budget conscious buyer the best 
performing product for the most competitive price.  
 
 
 

v 

Saturn:  we meet or exceed Toyota’s product 
specifications for the same price, and offer a superior 
“buying experience” (we cost the same, but make it 
easier to buy and own). 
 
 

 
Saturn is challenging the leader with a more unique business proposition.  
They sell a product that matches the Toyota alternatives, spec for spec 
(including price) but provide a way to buy that customers value. In fact, their 
tag line is: People First. 
 
BMW is also responding to threats by investing in the proposition side of the 
equation. Stung by increasing success and market share inroads from Lexus, 
they have acknowledged their higher price for the first time in their history.  
But, instead of lowering their price they are making ownership easier with 
attractive financing and their “certified previously owned BMW” program.   
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BMW, always the smart marketer, is paying attention to the competition -- 
and sustaining the value of their offer – without resorting to price reductions. 

Your uniqueness may lie in your proposition – or unique business model 
 
Think more about “proposition” and it doesn’t take long to think of many 
companies that differentiate their offers with how they conduct business.  
Banks offer a “no points” refinancing to loyal customers, JetBlue’s online 
business model drives costs down while improving service, and Nordstrom 
offers its legendary return policy.    
 
Nordstrom sells the same clothes, JetBlue flies the same planes, your bank’s 
money looks and feels the same as the next guy.  But, these firms drive 
higher value, and more market share, with a more compelling experience (or 
business proposition). 
 
Many companies use the Internet to squeeze dollars from their supply chain 
(thereby offer similar product performance at lower prices).  Carsdirect.com 
is an example – and of course Amazon and their imitators compete on the 
benefits of a compelling e-business model). 
  

 Why we buy 
 

Think about your  
last purchase 
 
 

What value were you after?  Did your 
decision lead towards price, performance or 
were they equally balanced?  (They rarely 
are.) 
 
How did brand impact your decision?  Are you 
willing to pay more for the brand you want? 
 

When do you trade 
quality for things such 
as convenience? 
 
 

Can you think of products or services you buy 
where the vendor’s business proposition 
impacts your buying decision? 
 
Do you ever trade lower product performance  
for convenience or a more productive buying 
experience?  
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Where are you today?  Where should you be investing?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Brand 
Leaders 

 

High Low 

Performance 
/ Price  
(Relative to 
alternatives)  Falling 

Behind 
Brands at  
Risk 

Brand 
Challengers 

High 

 

Business Proposition &  
Customer Experience 
  

 

Brand Leaders deliver high value at any price.  Remember, scoring high in 
performance/price doesn’t mean you charge a higher price.  Rather, your 
product performs at a price point that is superior to alternatives. Leaders 
produce offerings that set the benchmark for product and service excellence 
while delivering a good experience.  
 
Challengers put leaders on the defense with higher performing products at 
more competitive prices.  Or, they offer equivalent performance at a lower 
price. Challengers often sacrifice short-term margin to gain share or build 
awareness.  Challengers offering comparable price/performance can invest in 
customer experience or innovative business models to take leadership 
positions.  
 
Falling Behind:  Leaders that fail to invest in product performance, modern 
business models or best practices for customer experience start to fall behind. 
How many times have you seen brand leaders switch roles with their former 
challengers?  When leaders fall behind they need to invest in the right places.  
Putting resources behind their original value proposition may produce a spike, 
but won’t work over the long term.  
 
Brands at risk  are not competing with price/performance or a unique 
customer experience.  They can recover by investing in either dimension of 
the value proposition (product performance or customer experience) but doing
nothing is a “going out of business strategy.”  
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What does Success Look Like? 
 
Using The Tool 
 

We’ve revisited the basic tenets of value 
proposition.  You’ve thought about where 
your value is positioned today - and where 
you want to take it.   So let’s get to work 
on crafting your unique value proposition.  
 
Years ago, I consulted to Lucent 
Technologies.  At the kick-off meeting, 
one of the executives articulated her 
vision by saying, “In one year, I want to 
see our success story on the front page of 
the Wall Street Journal.”  

That moment gave me an idea  - and the Wall Street Journal exercise was 
born.  The idea is simple:  imagine it’s one year from today.  A WSJ reporter, 
assigned to write a front page story about you is waiting in your lobby.  The 
story will review your organization’s performance over the previous year.   

The benefits of storytelling 
What did you achieve?  How have things changed?  How are they better than 
they were a year ago?  How do you want your story to read?  
 
By going through the process of a mock interview – and producing a mock 
story (or a mock press release) you produce reams of information about how 
you want to drive more unique value to customers.   This exercise also: 
 
• Produces realistic goals 

Classic brainstorming often produces lofty goals and visions that are 
overly ambitious or impossible to reach.  By putting the exercise in the 
context of a news story, you’ll stay more grounded. 

 
• Generates ideas for business strategy 

Going through an exercise designed to update or tell your value story will 
also contribute strategic ideas for your product mix, your pricing 
structure, distribution strategy, promotional ideas or basic business 
model. 

 
• Sets direction for marketing and sales   

By thinking about the real results you want to announce in one year, 
you’ll get the sales team focused on the markets and customers you 
want.  

 
• Is more efficient 

How many times have you modified product or services – only to find they 
are incompatible with your business strategy or brand?  You go back to 
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the drawing board and slow your time-to-market.  The WSJ workshop 
reduces that risk by viewing the complete picture.  

 
Getting Started 

Assemble a team 
Rally a cross-functional team from disciplines like marketing, product 
development, sales, and investor relations.  If you can, get your CEO to 
participate.  It’s best to keep the group at a small size:  eight to ten people.   

Recruit a good story teller 
Be sure to put someone on the team that will write the story.  Writers from 
your PR or creative services department will be happy to play this role. 

Practice standard rules of brainstorming 
If you’re ever facilitated a brainstorming session you know the drill:  there 
are no bad ideas, everyone participates, and everyone (especially 
executives) checks their titles at the door.   

Get a neutral facilitator 
If you want to participate in the exercise, you shouldn’t facilitate.  Get 
someone from the outside to facilitate the exercise – or someone from 
another department.   It’s best to also get a co-facilitator to help keep the 
conversation focused.  Get a third person to scribe and keep time.   
 

Conducting The Workshop 

Budget at least a half-day. 
This is best done as a three-hour workshop.  If you are pressed for time, it 
can be condensed, but if you want to extract the full value - get your team to 
commit to a half day.   

Facilitating the Discussion 
The workshop asks your team to think about how they would answer five key 
questions from the WSJ reporter.   Keep each question and its subsequent 
discussion to 30 minutes. 
 

Variations on a theme 
This workshop is a highly strategic exercise since it has the potential to 
impact your market position, your product mix, customer service policies and 
more.  If you are part of a large organization that insists on a larger 
participation that eight to ten people, use breakout groups.  Each group can 
tackle different questions from the workshop agenda – and report back to the 
larger group.   
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Workshop Tools 
Use standard facilitation techniques:  Have your facilitator walk the audience 
through each category of questions after he or she sets up the workshop and 
the ground rules for participating.  Be sure you engage an experienced 
facilitator that knows how to involve the whole team (and avoid letting one 
or two individuals monopolize the session).   
 
These are questions I’ve used in previous workshops.  They were designed to 
get your management team thinking about the value you deliver – and how 
it is unique and different.  They are suggestions only.  You should modify 
these sets of questions to fit your situation.   For example, you can make 
them highly specific.  If you’re a bank you might ask, “How did we recapture 
the market share we lost to Wochovia in the Eastern region last year?” 
 
Have your co-facilitator capture output from your participants on flip charts 
and post them to the workshop room walls as they are completed.    
 
Discussion Topics Questions 

 
By way of review, it’s 
one year from today. 
 

• What business are you in?  How long have you been in 
business?   

• What’s different about how you approach the market?  
 

What happened? 
 

• What financial results did you generate?  
o How did you perform in your traditional markets? 
o What new markets did you penetrate?  What new 

customers did you acquire? 
 
• How did you change the way you compete?    
 

Who benefited? 
 

• Which market segments or customers, benefited the most 
from you previous year’s performance?  

• How did they benefit? 
• What are these customers saying about you? 
 

What are you most 
proud of? 

• Looking back, what happened that particularly pleases you? 
• How have your proudest achievements made you rethink 

your business?  
 

What’s next? 
 

• Is there anything you could have done better?  
• What new products and services are in the works?  Any new 

markets you plan to explore? 
• Any new internal changes underway that you can share?  

More staff (reduced staff) – new locations, new partnership, 
alliances, channels? 

 
• What did we forget to ask? 
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What to Expect  
The workshop will produce a lively, often combative discussion.  Go with it. 
Let it happen. You’ve been around long enough to know that the best ideas 
often come from conflict. Use good facilitation skills to manage the tension, 
differing ideas and opinions.  For example, if two participants get locked in a 
disagreement, turn to the group and ask, “What do the rest of you think?”  If 
an issue arises that can’t be resolved within the constraints of the workshop, 
capture it and move on. 
 
Be sure to prep your audience before the workshop.  Give them the agenda 
in advance and set their expectations.  This is a working session and 
participants are expected to contribute their best ideas and thinking.  
 
I often submit the questions to participants in advance so they can start 
thinking about them.   
    

After the Workshop 
Have your writer compose the story as either a mock feature or press 
release.  
 
Re-assemble your team to review the story for any changes.  Don’t do this 
review over email – rather get everyone back in the workshop setting to 
discuss.   You need to drive consensus if this is going to have the impact you 
want.   
 

Taking Action 
Start using the results to: 
 
• Update communications.  Which marketing and sales communications 

should be modified with your updated value proposition?  Are there any 
new communications you want to create?   

 
• Help Public Relations.  Does your workshop impact the standard 

corporate descriptor you use on press releases, the annual report and 
investor relations materials? 

 
• Update sales plans.   This workshop is designed to validate revenue 

goals, go-to-market plans and identify the customers you want.  Make 
sure you circle back to the sales managers that are affected. 

 
• Take action on strategic ideas that came out of the workshop.  

There’s no doubt this workshop will produce new product and service 
ideas.  Make sure people from product strategy or product and service 
development are on board to move them forward. 
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