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The Meteora mountains in northern Greece are unique. Millennia of erosion 
have resulted in a breath-taking spectacle of high, somewhat rounded peaks, 
deep valleys and mysterious formations. The Meteora was a highlight of a fam-
ily road trip across mainland Greece. Ancient Greek Orthodox monasteries are 
perched atop the peaks and six of them contain active orders of monks and 
nuns, evoking images of Greek religious life in bygone times. 

The architectural beauty of the monasteries and their setting was striking, but 
the irrepressible marketeer in me was also struck by the poor quality of their 
souvenir shops. Each of the active monasteries has a shop. On our visit, five of 
them were devoid of customers. These five offered an identical range of dusty 
knick-knacks and were staffed by bored salespeople staring listlessly at their 
mobile phones. 

One monastery, Agios Stefanos, presented quite a different scene. There, it was 
the nuns themselves who ran the shop. They described their products to cus-
tomers with enthusiasm, proudly rang up sales of homegrown herbs and home-
made teas, oils and liqueurs and kept the shop in order. Unsurprisingly, this 
shop was packed with customers during our visit and few left empty-handed.
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WHY WERE THE NUNS MORE  
SUCCESSFUL THAN THE MONKS?

There are six market players in Meteora. The context of the market is the same 
for all six. Yet only one of the six shops seemed successful. Why? 

At first glance, the answer is simple: the nuns’ products were better and, com-
bined with their passion and charm, this gave customers a unique and appeal-
ing experience. 

But perhaps there was something more at play. They may have had an inspir-
ing leader, skilled at motivating the nuns to take part, or a reward system that 
motivated the nuns to optimise the customer experience. Maybe there is a rich 
history behind their unique products? I do not know the answer, but there was 
clearly a different culture at Agios Stefanos compared to the other five mon-
asteries.
 
Why is it that one company manages to build a unique customer experience, 
while others fail miserably, even if the context and market conditions are iden-
tical? Could all the shops have been successful? Of course! What do they need 
to change and what steps would be involved?  How does one polish a diamond 
in the rough?

Questions like these fascinate me! That’s why I wrote this book. 

 

IS YOUR BUSINESS A  
DIAMOND IN THE ROUGH?

Over the past 22 years, I have had the privilege of a front row seat, watching 
scores of companies as they succeeded or failed with customer-centric strat-
egies, an approach that seems very simple on the surface, but is often difficult 
in practice. Companies can easily become bogged down by rigid systems or 
faulty communication. A common complaint is, ‘We have so much potential, but 
it remains untapped.’
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I have yet to meet a company that does not have good intentions for customer 
experience; (almost) everyone has the intention of getting it right. Yet, most 
companies remain diamonds in the rough in terms of customer experience: 
their customer experience potential is not fully exploited. 
 
How can companies close this gap? How can their potential to create a winning 
customer experience be maximised? How does a company evolve from a dia-
mond in the rough to a beautiful, sparkling and radiant diamond? 

THAT IS WHAT THIS BOOK IS  
ABOUT, AND IT IS ONE I HAVE  
WANTED TO WRITE FOR A LONG TIME! 
 
Some readers may be familiar with my previous books, such as, The Offer You 
Can’t Refuse, a book about marketing strategy and vision. It, along with my other 
books, was based on theory and used market data to derive marketing models. A 
Diamond in the Rough is different. It is made up of stories and practical tips from 
my personal experience gained during more than two decades of consulting in the 
field, involving hundreds of company visits. Thus, this book is a compendium of 
practice-based market knowledge. I share my opinions and my insights. Do not 
expect great new theories, but rather lots of fresh insights and ‘Aha!’ moments 
to strengthen your customer-centricity in daily practice. Included are more than 
100 concrete tips to improve your customer-centricity. The tips are woven into 
the text and summarised at the end of the book for your convenience. 
 
Many of you already have your vision in focus but are still struggling with its 
execution. This book is designed to help you put your vision into practice. 

This book is primarily a ‘HOW?’ book. 
‘HOW’ can your company become more customer-centric? It would surely not 
be that difficult to make the other souvenir shops in Meteora work successfully. 
Yet it did not happen. What could the monks have done to change that? What 
role do managers play? How do managers build a culture where every employ-
ee is committed to work in a customer-focused manner every day? 
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I am very keen to help companies rapidly strengthen their customer focus, be 
they large or small companies, B2C or B2B, based in the East or the West. I am 
convinced that developing a radiant diamond mindset can make a difference 
in any type of company. My dream is to soon see numerous rough diamonds 
shining like beautiful jewels. 
 
I suppose you are thinking, ‘Actually, we are already one of those polished dia-
monds; is this book still for me?’ I would like to invite you to read on, none-
theless. After all, shiny diamonds can become dusty and dull if they are not 
frequently polished. But above all: shiny diamond managers usually become 
excited by learning about customer-centricity. Shiny diamond managers are 
experts at picking up new ideas and adopting small changes that make the 
diamond shine just a little bit more. You are sure to find your fill of new and 
practical ideas in this book. 
 
I wish you much inspiration and enjoyment reading this book, my sixth book 
on customer-centricity. As always, you can send your feedback directly to me. 
I love to read your stories and hear what aspects you have been working on. 
You can reach me via just about any social media or via my direct mail address: 
Steven@VanBelleghem.biz

THANKS FOR THE INSPIRATION, SIEBE

I owe the metaphor of the diamond to our eldest son, Siebe. He is passionate 
about science. One day he was studying different aspects of diamonds. When 
he told me about what he had learned, I was busy working on a new presen-
tation for a client. His story about the evolution of diamonds immediately ap-
pealed to me. The following day, I used the metaphor of the rough diamond for 
the first time in a presentation. I noticed that it resonated with my audience, so 
I began using it. Eventually, it became the title of this new book. 
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Here, I will let Siebe explain in his own words how a diamond is formed. This 
scientific structure the evolution of a rough to a radiant diamond – is the basis 
for the structure of this book.

The next day I used the 
metaphor of a diamond
in the rough for the first  
time in a presentation.
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FROM A ROUGH DIAMOND  
TO A FINISHED GEM  
- THE SCIENTIFIC VERSION
By Siebe Van Belleghem, science enthusiast, 03-08-2009.

#1 WHAT IS A DIAMOND?

A diamond is, simply explained, a mineral that crystallises under immense pres-
sure after a long time and eventually becomes a rough diamond under the influ-
ence of pure carbon.  To make this possible, you need a few crucial elements. Enor-
mous pressure, pure carbon and a matrix. A matrix is the ‘mother’ of the diamond. 
It is the stone in which the diamond is formed. A matrix can consist of materials 
other than ordinary stone, for example: copper ore, iron ore and sometimes gold.

The matrix can affect the diamond’s appearance by increasing the concentration 
of magnesium, for example. This can cause the diamond to look different in co-
lour: pink, black, green or red are colours you wouldn’t expect to see on a diamond. 
This is probably because bright diamonds are most often used on jewellery such 
as rings. According to many, this is also the most beautiful colour for a diamond.

Coloured diamonds are often mistaken for other valuable minerals like rubies, 
emeralds and topazes because of the colour.  No matter how similar other gem-
stones are to diamonds, the difference lies in the hardness. Diamonds are the 
hardest material in the world, making them the only ones to achieve a perfect 
10 on the Mohs hardness scale. Any gemstone that does not reach a score of 10 
is therefore not a diamond.

Before diamonds are treated, they are rough diamonds. Rough diamonds have 
a rough surface and usually have irregular shapes. When a diamond is made 
in a lab, they use a method called crystallisation. This makes them look more 
like an eight-sided die. A useful tip to tell the difference between a natural dia-
mond and a lab-made diamond is to use a magnifying glass to look for a series 
of numbers on the diamond. If you see those, then it is lab-made; if not then 
you have a natural diamond. Obviously, the lab-made diamond is worth less 
because it is less rare, but that does not mean it is less beautiful. Most people 
will never see the difference.
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#2 FROM ROUGH DIAMOND TO BRIGHT DIAMOND

A lot of steps are required to turn a rough diamond into a diamond worthy of a ring. 
Let’s start with the most important steps that will drastically change the look.

Rough diamonds always have a lot of internal cracks that don’t look pretty. 
Those cracks are removed with a special oil applied to cover the culprits. They 
will still be there; you just will not see them anymore. A rough diamond also 
often has discolourations caused by internal dust, which causes the diamond to 
look a bit cloudy instead of bright. To ensure that those discolourations do not 
lower the quality, they are burned away by heat treatment. 

To make the rough surface nice and smooth, we need harder means (literally). 
To sand a diamond, you need diamond-lined tools, because only a material that 
is at least as hard can make a diamond nice and smooth. This is how you get a 
bright diamond. Then, despite all these procedures, it still doesn’t look like a di-
amond you would see on a ring. It looks more like a glass cone with a cut edge.

#3 FROM BRIGHT DIAMOND TO FINISHED GEM

Next, the diamond is cut. This is done using special tools, usually made from 
artificial substances that are at least as hard. The diamond is cut in such a spe-
cial way that most of the light entering the diamond frontally is reflected out 
through the many facets at the bottom. This creates a stunning effect called 
‘fire’ because of its reddish colour.

The diamond is now ready for the final step. The diamond is very carefully 
placed on the ring. To ensure that the diamond does not fall off the ring, it is held 
by four or sometimes three prongs. These arms are then bent to fully secure the 
diamond. That was the final step; the diamond ring is ready to be sold.
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