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E
xperience debt 
may be a new 
term, but it is far 
from a new prob-
lem: whether 
through acquisi-

tion or ad-hoc decision-mak-
ing, organisations find past 
choices, which may well have 
been right at the time, come 
back to haunt them.

Brian Herron, director at 
agency Each&Other, said 
that this kind of experience 

debt is something that plagues 
customer experience, partic-
ularly for fast-growing com-
panies.

“We know about technical 
debt, and what happens there 
is you continue to build on 
software because the pressure 
is on to do something fast, but 
the underpinnings are not fit 
for purpose so you’re stuck. 
Then you’re left with an an-
chor behind you as you try 
to move on, so do you keep 
going or start again,” he said.

“I think that experience 

debt is similar, and something 
we should be talking about. 
A company scales and the 
complexity of its software 
scales, but at some point the 
CX [customer experience] is 
held back by previous design 
choices,” he said.

Indeed, it is no surprise 
that scaling companies make 
choices at certain points to do 
certain things, often driven 
by speed and customer feed-
back. Everything is tactical, it 
may even be tacked on, and 
over time things can become 
inconsistent and not fully in-
tegrated.

“We see it expressed in 
different ways. It sometimes 
might be increased churn, 
lower renewal rates, stalling 
revenue, reduced upselling 
and cross-selling,” Herron 
said.

The answer is simple, but 
not easy: organisations need 
design leadership. The prob-
lem, however, is that it is ex-
pensive.

The demands of modern 
business require not just 
creativity but also a deep 
understanding of customer 
behaviour, technology, and 
strategy. However, balanc-
ing these needs with budget 
constraints and evolving pri-
orities often leaves design un-
der-used or misaligned with 
broader business goals.

For companies without 
the resources for a dedicat-
ed in-house design team, or 
where the workload fluctu-
ates, finding the right solution 

becomes even more critical. 
The question is: how do you 
access top-tier CX design ex-
pertise exactly when you need 
it, without committing to the 
cost of a full-time hire?

It’s an important question, 
because many organisations 
neither have the resources 
to have a full-time design 
department nor the work to 
justify one. Of course, the typ-
ical response to this has been 
to turn to an outside agency 
on a consultancy basis. This 
works well on a project ba-
sis, but what if what is really 
needed is deeper and ongoing 
strategic work?

Each&Other, as an agency 
that specialises in customer 

insight, user experience (UX) 
and digital product design, 
thinks it has the answer: em-
bedding design skills deeply 
inside organisations.

“It might be time to con-

sider a fractional head of 
design. You hear about frac-
tional CIOs [chief information 
officers], but we’re applying 
the same principle to design,” 
said Herron.

This is where the concept 
of a fractional head of design 
has the potential to be trans-
formative: by embedding an 
experienced design leader 
into the organisation on a 
part-time basis, companies 
gain access to strategic design 
guidance without the over-
head of a full-time hire.

It’s a model that allows or-
ganisations to address both 
immediate tactical needs and 
long-term strategic goals, 
Herron said, and enables or-

ganisations to course-correct 
while scaling, as a fraction-
al head of design brings the 
expertise to assess what’s 
working, identify where ex-
perience debt is accumulat-
ing, and create a roadmap to 
evolve the customer experi-
ence in a sustainable way.

By addressing experience 
debt proactively, businesses 
can avoid the pitfalls of dis-
jointed customer journeys.

The model is particularly 
appealing to businesses nav-
igating rapid growth or digi-
tal transformation as it brings 
on board someone who can 
work across teams, break 
down silos, and champion 
the customer perspective 
consistently.

For organisations struggling 
with fragmented experienc-
es or grappling with scaling 
challenges, the solution may 
not be to redesign the entire 
ship but to steer it with pre-
cision – and certainly not to 
keep adding more systems, 
processes or code.

“Everything is built at a cer-
tain time and, in most cases, 
that decision makes sense. 
Right up until it doesn’t. At 
that point, what you do not 
want to be doing is bolting on 
ad-hoc choices with no guid-
ing system beneath steering 
how they can fit together,” 
he said.

Having a fractional head 
of design also empowers or-
ganisations to make informed 
decisions about their design 
investments. By providing 

strategic guidance and ex-
pertise, a fractional head of 
design can help organisations 
prioritise projects, allocate re-
sources effectively, and mea-
sure the impact of their design 
efforts, for precisely as long 
as is needed – and no longer.

“You may need someone 
only for 12 to 18 months. Are 
you ready to make a hire for 
that? Someone with relevant 
industry experience, who can 
command a salary of, mini-
mum, €140,000 a year?”

The solution is the same as 
it ever was with CX and UX 
delivery, Herron said, which 
is to say: understand what you 
need to do, what the market 
is doing, and then design to 
scale. The point, however, is 
that a fractional head of design 
can be the motivator needed 
to ensure this actually hap-
pens.

“The map or route to getting 
a better solution is set out, but 
the internal teams are set up 
to deliver business as usual. 
The teams are set up to take 
instruction, nip around the 
edges, and deliver the next 
feature, and they may lack 
experience in delivering big 
things. Also, because they are 
internal and because they are 
seen as execution, they may 
not be able to have the voice 
to bring a new idea.

“The solution isn’t neces-
sarily that there is a genius UX 
thing to be done. The real gap 
is around leadership, around 
organisation, and around 
shaping teams,” he said.

Strategic design solutions exactly when you need them

C
ustomer expe-
rience (CX) can 
make or break a 
brand, as how we 
experience our in-
teractions with an 

organisation directly impacts 
our satisfaction, the likelihood 
of loyalty, and therefore a com-
pany’s bottom line.

Today, with more and more 
interactions – whether in 
marketing or commerce itself 
– shifting online, one key ques-
tion, then, is: how can brands 
simplify their online interac-
tions with their customers?

For a start, brands should 
prioritise their customers as 
people, not just data points, said 
Ger Hayden, director of digital 
at digital marketing agency Core 
Optimisation.

Despite the fast pace of the 
digital world, many brands re-
main slow to adapt, with the 
EU’s General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) and the 
California Consumer Privacy 
Act (CCPA) only now driving 
meaningful changes, he said.

“The shift away from cook-
ies and toward first-party data 
has highlighted the importance 
of transparency, consent, and 
control. Customers now ex-
pect greater privacy and clearer 
handling of their data, pushing 

brands to build trust and deliver 
value beyond just compliance,” 
he said.

For CX success, he said, 
brands should focus on a strat-
egy that encompasses a single 
customer journey, thus avoiding 
siloed strategies for ads, on-site 
interactions, and post-purchase 
engagement.

“It’s essential that we have a 
strategy for the entire journey 
experience,” he said.

In addition, Hayden said cus-
tomer relationship management 
(CRM) integration was a must, 
as connecting CRM systems 
with digital platforms allowed 
the tracking of customer en-
gagement, measuring of lifetime 
value, and assessment of real 
business impact.

Thirdly, he said, a bespoke 
measurement strategy was 
necessary to build a measure-
ment framework aligned with 
the customer journey and media 
strategy.

“Tier metrics into tactical, 
operational, and business-level 
insights to focus on outcomes, 
not just data gaps,” he said.

However, things are not 
standing still. Technology itself 
is driving changes that need to 
be noted and adapted to.

 “A prime example is 
Google Lens, now the fast 

est-growing media type on 
Google, with 20 billion visual 
searches every month – 25 per 
cent of which have commer-
cial intent. By the end of 2024, 
Google’s AI Overview on search 
engine results pages is projected 
to reach over one billion users,” 
he said.

This integration of AI into 
search engines, alongside new 
players like Perplexity and 
ChatGPT, promise to make 
searches more intuitive, person-
alised, and efficient, allowing 
users to find what they need 
faster.

However, for businesses, this 
presents opportunities to en-
hance customer experiences 
with tailored content and highly 
targeted campaigns.

“The shift in user behaviour is 
already evident, with more con-
versational searches becoming 
the norm. Notably, 15 per cent of 
all Google searches made daily 
are brand new.”

Businesses can harness AI 
to create more relevant and 
engaging content, make 
better decisions at scale, 
and leverage data mod-
elling for more accurate 
predictions. However, 
true success comes 
from combining AI 
with human expertise. 

AI powered by human direction 
is key, as it blends the efficiency 
and insights of machine learn-
ing with the creativity, ethical 
judgment, and strategic think-
ing that only humans can pro-
vide.

The consumer 
experience
Of course, not all markets, or 
indeed transactions, are the 

same. Reaching consumers, 
for instance, can require a 
very different strategy from 
reaching business customers.

However, while the con-
text differs between B2B and 

B2C, the goal remains the 
same; understand-

ing, reaching and 
measuring cus-
tomers with 
an optimal 
experience, 
Hayden said.

“In B2B, 
c u s t o m e r s 
are becom-
ing more ac-
customed to 
i m m e d i a t e, 
streamlined ex-

periences and, as 
an industry, we’ve 
become too fo-

cused on hiding pricing, and 
case studies behind non-trans-
parent data collection and lead 
generation techniques.

“As customer behaviour con-
tinues to demand transparen-
cy and instant information; 
the brands that create trust 
through clear pricing, in-depth 
case studies, and professional 
communication will win. B2C 
customers seek seamless ex-
periences across every touch-
point – from engaging with 
ads to navigating a frictionless 
website and service.”

In addition, he said, an of-
ten-overlooked factor is clear 
transparency on the speed and 
convenience of delivery and 
returns.

Ultimately, Hayden said, 
customer and user experience 
should absolutely be standard 
practice – but they aren’t.

“Agencies and marketing 
teams are often incentivised to 
increase ad spend rather than 
get to the root of their growth 
obstacle, their customer expe-
rience.

“These features are no lon-
ger optional; people now expect 
seamless, user-friendly experi-
ences as the norm. Customers 
don’t compare brands to their 
competitors – they compare 
them to the best in the industry.”
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