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Introduction
The impact of COVID-19 has put a renewed and heightened emphasis on how digital and 
operational leaders are navigating their new realities relative to how they are measuring success 
and achieving sustainable business outcomes across all industries. Indeed, as the pandemic 
continues to impact various market ecosystems, Return on Participation—versus return on 
investment or return on ad spend—has become a more relevant, delineative metric. At its core, 
the concept of ROP focuses on measuring the potential revenue earned through investments in 
technology and infrastructure enhancements that enable digital transformation and elevate end-
to-end customer experiences, resulting in a highly resilient level of identity and advocacy from 
consumers and employees with a brand—at ICF Next, we call this participation. By measuring ROP, 
businesses are better able to not only understand but also forecast and realize their revenue impact 
over time. More importantly, ROP requires organizations to architect future digital roadmaps 
and prioritize projects. It also encourages bigger thinking around larger incremental impact and 
ultimately enables stakeholder alignment, through which investment dollars are unlocked. ROP as 
a framework provides a path forward to solve two fundamental challenges. The first is the struggle 
or inability for professionals to quantify potential business results against the efforts around 
building a deep, emotional connection with their customers. The second is the misalignment 
across strategy, resources, and investments between the customer experience and employee 
experience. The ability to solve these two core challenges provides a bridge for organizations to 
move their stakeholders across the final stages of their respective journeys—we call this journey 
the participation curve. Participation is defined by the stages that move customers, colleagues, 
constituents, and communities from passive to active and from one-way to reciprocal. Deep, two-
way relationships that current and future customers—and employees—build with organizations are  
foundational to driving improved business outcomes. In this paper, we explore how organizations 
can approach ROP to deliver value across the convergence of customer and employee experience, 
the impact that a participation-based approach across the CX and EX spectrum can have on your 
business, and an ROP model through which returns can be projected and realized.

The experience landscape
Across industries, all organizations should be in the business of creating experiences that deliver 
value for their customers and employees. Customer experiences can be captured in numerous ways 
such as feedback in an app, through customer care data, in product reviews on ecommerce sites, 
NPS, or social media comments. Employee experiences are increasingly captured on recruiting 
sites that allow extensive reviews of a potential employer, everything from initial calls with HR to the 
hiring process and exit interviews. These sites also publish CEO ratings and employee pay bands. 

Regardless of the respective journey either of the two groups take, experience is defined as how 
individuals interact and engage with an organization’s brand. With experiences from both the 
customer and employee becoming more viable and valuable to organizations, it is a good time to 
take a deeper look at the impact each side has within today’s business models.

Customer experience
It comes as no surprise that customers are calling the shots and brands must adapt. With increasing 
technology and digital enablement literally at their fingertips, customers expect brands to give 
them what they want, how they want it, and when they want it. It’s a high stakes game with little 
room for failure. 
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Customers who have stopped buying from a
brand because their values did not align.

agree disagree

To realize the true impact of customer experience, a strong strategy 
should be rooted in the foundation of asking and listening to the voice 
of the customer about who they are, and what they want, and actioning 
on the feedback they provide to build better experiences that meet 
them where they are and foster stronger connections.

1

 
 

Employee experience
Who is responsible for building, delivering, and iterating  
impactful customer experiences? The answer is the employee.  
However, for many organizations this connection often gets  
overlooked. 

Organizations often miss the true center of responsibility for  
customer experience within their structure. They may see it as  
residing with the executive or in a backend process when really  
it is with employees. No single cohort is more powerful when  
it comes to delivering and iterating impactful customer  
experiences.

1 https://diginomica.com/salesforces-state-connected-customer-report- 
expedite-your-digital-projects-dont-forget-about-your 

Customers who feel that experiences are as
important, if not more, as the actual products
and services.

agree disagree

79% 58%62%

Customers who feel that 
experiences are as important, 
if not more, as the actual 
products and services.1

Agree Agree Agree 
Disagree Disagree Disagree

Customers who have 
stopped buying from a  
brand because their  
values did not align.1

Customers who say 
their standards for good 
experiences are higher  
than they’ve ever been.1

The data clearly tells us  
that there is a significant 
return to organizations 
that focus on employee 
experience over the long 
term, not just engagement 
in the here and now.2 And 
today, that means extending 
that EX into the digital world. 

2	www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/
international-market-survey-reveals-poor-
digital-employee-experience-could-cost-
global-fortune-500-companies-more-than-
4-trillion-in-lost-revenue-301295209.html 
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The organizations that win at delivering a best in class employee experience are those that focus on 
empowering and enriching employees throughout their journey within the organization.

Companies that invest 
in employee experience, 
specifically digital 
employee experience 
(DEX), outperform those 
that don’t.  

Companies that don’t 
invest in employee 
experience see major 
distractions and issues—
with 92% of employee 
technology issues 
avoidable through 
investment in DEX. 

Experience as a whole
In its totality, businesses that are experience-led outperform 
those that are not. Businesses that are constantly seeking 
to invest, improve, enhance, and elevate their stakeholder 
experiences are charting the path forward, and those who  
don’t will inevitably be challenged to catch up. 

Increase in productive time

Revenue Increase

Cost Reduction

12%

12%

18%

Distractions

Less effective collaboration and teamwork

Data and privacy issues

Poor internet connection quality

50%

45%

44%

32%

otnote3 

3 https://business.adobe.com/content/dam/dx/us/en/resources/reports/the-business-impact-of-investing-in-experience-
forrester-thought-leadership-paper-2021/the-business-impact-of-investing-in-experience-forrester-thought-leadership-
paper-2021.pdf
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Participation: The curve that paves the way 
The past decade has shown that where customer experience is emphasized across channels, 
there is value to be gained. And yet not every organization has been quick to adopt the influx of 
data coming from the emerging technologies that measure experiences. Too often, experiences 
are seen as ephemeral or hard to measure and monetize. As a result, companies fail to see that 
fragmented, incomplete, and disrupted end-user interactions cost more to repair than create.

In some ways, experience has become the universal currency across every industry, every sector, 
and virtually every facet of our customer journeys. And this has only accelerated as the pandemic 
continues to impact the entire market ecosystem. However, we believe that too many organizations 
are leaving revenue on the table by settling for mediocre experiences instead of pushing for 
elevated experiences that empower greater reciprocity and connection. Participation is achieved 
when the affinity a person has for a brand or cause eclipses the threshold to boost loyalty, generate 
advocacy, and enable people to share in a company’s identity. Ultimately, participation can be 
viewed as the optimal state of experience. 

// Loyalty:  
I will repeatedly choose  
you over all other 
comparable options.

// Advocacy:  
I will be an ambassador 
for you with people who 
matter to me.

// Identity:  
I feel an emotional connection 
and have made the brand 
part of who I am.

Participation Curve
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Organizations that treat employee and customer experience as connected—and that measure 
the effectiveness and revenue impact of those experiences—can not only learn from those 
investments and findings but also re-apply those learnings in new and improved ways. 
Organizations that take this approach will be more successful at moving their customers along 
the curve to the participation stages of loyalty, advocacy, and identity. 

This convergence of employee experience (EX) and customer experience (CX) is further 
maintained and strengthened through sustained continuous relationships. These should be 
iterative and reinforced over time as improvements along the EX and CX spectrum are made and 
assets, culture, and capital are reinvested.  

Participation is built on reciprocal, two-
way relationships between the brand 
or organization and four core groups: 
customers, colleagues, constituents, 
and communities.

Each of these audiences may require 
a different path, but by embracing an 
ongoing feedback loop that we actually 
listen to, participation paves the way 
for meaningful impact and a host of 
sustainable business outcomes.

How we define ROP
As we outlined above, ROP is a framework for understanding the potential financial benefits to 
a company of improving experiences to move customers and employees along the participation 
curve to a more elevated connection that results in shared identity and deeper, emotional bonds. It 
addresses two challenges: The first, which we touched on in the preceding pages, is identifying and 
unraveling the misalignment across strategy, resources, and investments between the customer 
experience and employee experience. The second is the struggle to effectively quantify the 
business results associated with building and investing in experiences. In this section, we explore 
the tools that can arm professionals with the means of measuring ROP. 

ROP is a business case built by incorporating qualitative and quantitative measures. Qualitatively, 
a consultative approach can demonstrate the necessity of treating employee and customer 
experience equally, while, quantitatively, a financial model is associated with measuring the value 
return in investing in building experiences.

The summation of this business case overcomes the problem organizations have in tying back the 
new “shiny object” to actual business results. ROP equips professionals within the organization with 
a compelling argument that can be delivered in one simple sentence: 

“We intend to build __________ to achieve ____________, which will bring $X of 
incremental benefit, at a cost of $Y, for a return of Z%.”
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The ROP model
Our ROP model is derived from understanding the impact and earnings on investments in the parts 
of an organization that are directly related to how people interact with your brand. These interrelated 
components are then mapped out across the enterprise. 

The model below emphasizes that experience should be at the heart of every organizational decision 
because it articulates the importance of bridging the gap between the customer, the channels they interact 
with, and the experiences they expect within. This is linked to how the employee experience is equally 
crucial as they are responsible for creating great customer experiences.  The model seeks to quickly identify 
the existing relationships across the organization that have decisive influence on CX and EX. 

CX investm
ents

Organizational objectives and KPIs

Maximized earnings

EX
 in

ve
st

m
en

ts

CX
 In

ve
st

m
en

ts

Employee 
experience EX

Customer 
experience CX

Improved delivery

Continuous learning

ROP
Return on Participation

Touchpoints

Customer journey

Product and 
service experience

Insights

Brand strategy

Onboarding and 
training

Governance

Values

Collaboration

Salary and rewards

Change 
management

The value of ROP
The key value in performing an ROP analysis is in the 
ability to highlight not only where to allocate investment 
dollars, but also in showing what the potential 
incremental return on those dollars could be.

The analysis is wide enough so that it effectively 
measures the return on the entire experience 
across several different touchpoints. This is where 
it separates itself from a return on investment 
(ROI) analysis, in that the ROI predominantly 
measures the return on single 
investments as opposed to the entire 
end-to-end experience. 

Generally, the output of an ROP 
analysis will be in the form of 
incremental revenue return. But ROP 
is equally as effective in showing 
potential return on KPIs like web/
mobile conversion rates, customer 
lifetime value, loyalty maturity, and 
employee retention. 

ROP

ROI
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Our approach to measuring ROP
To effectively measure ROP, four key variables need to be accounted for:

// Potential experience 
enhancements

Identify customer experience(s) the 
organization wants to build and execute.                                                       

Assess the employee experience needed 
for success.

// Success metrics
Identify key objectives the organization 
has set out to achieve.

Identify KPIs within those objectives 
that our analysis can measure against—
customer retention, revenue, life-time 
value, etc.

// Existing performance data	
First-party data from organization  
(at least 1 year):
– Current retention levels
– Current revenue

// Projected performance data
Third-party data: Forrester, industry-based 
associations.

Industry accepted benchmarks (per ICF Next).                                    

R E T U R N  O N  P A R T I C I P A T I O N  ( R O P )R E T U R N  O N  P A R T I C I P A T I O N  ( R O P )
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Four steps to building the business case for ROP
Once we have established the what, why, and how ROP can impact an organization, how do we 
get there? And what are the steps we can take to clearly build a sound strategy and business 
case to realize return?

Below we define the four key steps that can serve as a starting point. Note that while this is 
not meant to be a completely prescriptive set of guidelines, it does allow for the flexibility and 
scalability to quickly assess and plan a clear business case with tangible deliverables.

// Assess current situation
•	 What problems are the organization looking to solve (known and unknown)?

•	 Can these problems be translated into success metrics?

•	 If so, what are the success metrics?

//  Calculate baseline and estimate lift impact
•	 The baseline is normally representative of your largest segment of people affected 

(customers/employees)

•	 Based on the combination of problems being solved and success metrics, define a        
realistic lift range of improvement

•	 Determine data sources that will power all calculations going forward

// Define experiences you are looking to build/implement/execute
•	 Plan initiatives necessary to build experience(s)

•	 Estimate cost ranges for investments needed for initiatives that power experiences

•	 Create timeline that prioritizes experiences

// Complete the analysis
•	 Incorporate assumptions

•	 Create model to calculate potential returns (math will vary per analysis)

•	 Typically, you’ll multiply the incremental lift times the size of the impacted population
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Key outputs and deliverables
A complete ROP analysis will deliver a breakdown of anticipated returns (monetary or metric) on 
experience-based investments that drive participation. In other words, answering the question: 
What kind of return can I expect from this investment in experience?

//  Show impact from specific investment(s) on the entire experience.

An ROP analysis allows you to hone in on revenue impact relative to specific experiential 
investments that factor in the relationship between initiatives—effectively enabling you to 
zoom in or out from the CX and EX ecosystem.

// Determine project priority.

Quickly assess which initiatives are more valuable in the short, near, or long term based on your 
KPIs across CX and EX.

// Provide ammunition to internally sell projects within the organization.

Arm yourself and your teams with the right business case and economic models to illustrate the 
value of your key initiatives and their impact on your business. 

// Build a more informed roadmap for projected experiential investments.

Future-proof your initiatives by reinforcing your planning and approach to incorporate ROP 
findings that fast-track business critical investments more efficiently.

// Understand what KPIs are necessary to gauge project success and alignment to 		             	
      organizational goals.

Determine which KPIs provide the biggest impact and where to predict and measure future 
success.

Below is an example of what an ROP output looks like based on the approach, steps, and inputs 
described above. 

These are the KPI’s or objectives 
you hope will be positively 

impacted by the new experience.

The starting point for which 
all future impact will be 
measured against.

The lift and lift impact are linked together. The lift is determined by 
internal trends, market research or a generally accepted percentage 
bump. The impact in calculated by multiplying the % by the baseline.

Rationale is to 
substantiate 
all numbers 
you use in 
your analysis. 
Reference 
all research 
material found.

Participation 
informs the 

project, 
initiative or plan 
you are looking 

to build your 
business case 

for.

Participation Success  
metric Baseline Lift %  

(Low)
Lift %  
(High)

Lift impact
$ (Low)

Lift impact  
$ (High) Rationale

New website

Acquiring more
customers

$100M1 5%1 7% $5M $7M 1.	 Reference how you calculated 
baseline

2.	Reference where you got this lift 
percentage

Driving more
sales

$350M1 3%4 5% $10.5M $17.5M

Data 
visualization

Acquiring more
customers

$100M1 1% 2% $1M $2M 1.	 Reference as described earlier

Driving more
sales

$350M1 1% 3% $3.5M $10.5M 1.	 Reference as described earlier

Digital course
curriculum

Acquiring more
customers

$100M1 4% 6% $4M $6M 1.	 Reference as described earlier

Driving more
sales

$350M1 6% 8% $21M $28M 1.	 Reference as described earlier

Total: $45M $71M

1.	 Reference how you calculated 
baseline

2.	Reference where you got this 
lift percentage
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Closing thoughts
Experiences have never mattered more, to 
businesses or consumers. Customer scrutiny on those 
experiences has never been more abundant and 
well-informed. Likewise, employee experience has 
never before carried the weight and consequence 
that it does today. Deeper emotional connections 
with both customers and employees that lead to 
greater participation and identity with your brand are 
mission critical amid the disruption of the pandemic 
and the ongoing digital acceleration. As such, 
organizations need to bridge the CX and EX divide 
and demonstrate value to succeed. An ROP framework 
arms professionals and businesses with the tools 
that validate quantifiable results. It also underscores 
the notion that building an experience-led business 
through an inside-out process not only enriches 
but reinforces a continuous feedback loop between 
employees and customers.  

Participation is not a single investment; rather, it 
is a series of investments across both CX and EX. 
These two sides must work harmoniously together to 
deliver meaningful outcomes that have bottom line 
impact—equal partners in moving stakeholder groups 
through a more sophisticated journey. This journey 
will build and sustain continuous relationships that 
move beyond a transactional, passive, one-way state 
and into one that fosters loyalty, advocacy, and—
ultimately—a lasting identity with your brand.
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