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customer experience survey have only one 

“stimulus” i.e., the company, but in the case of 

the above NPS questions, there are two stimuli 

(as depicted in the above diagram), “customers” 

and “friends.” Hence, in response to an NPS 

question, respondents might have two different 

responses “positive” towards the “company” but 

negative towards “friends” because they do not 

want to take the responsibility for their friends’ 

consequences were they to experience problems 

as a result of such a recommendation and wish 

to avoid any risk of ruining the relationship 

with a friend. In this situation, the NPS ques-

tion might reflect a low overall score and any 

change in the response to a single stimulus could 

change the overall score. 

Suppose in year one, every category of re-

sponse has a rating of 25% as shown in the 

table below due to the possibility of having op-

posing responses for two stimuli, i.e., “company” 

and “friends.” There will be 25% promoters, 50% 

neutral due to either negative views on com-

pany or friends and the rest of the 25% will be 

detractors since they will have negative views 

for both of the stimuli. Hence the NPS score 

would be zero (promoter-detractors = 25-25 =0).

However, assume that in year two, some 

people who had a negative image of the com-

pany (b) also decided not to talk / recommend 

to their friends (switched from c to d). Now 

there will be 50% detractors and the NPS score 

will become �Q25%. This could simply be the 

result of the influence of a culture or of a past 

experience but their opinion of the company or 

the company’s product would have remained the 

same (negative). However they would have 

previously been misclassified as being neutral. 

The change to a new NPS score of 25% could 

mislead executives and give the false impression 

that something had gone wrong with the company.

When the data for a product of one company 

in a particular country is compared with the 

same product in another country, the influence 

of the second stimulus “friend” (as has been 

previously explained) could be very different in 

the two countries. For example, in such cases a 

<Table 1> Impact of Possible Interactions between Two Stimuli
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negative NPS score in Asian countries might 

be misleading. This is further discussed in the 

next section.

The analysis above clearly shows that the 

NPS system cannot necessarily identify the 

true “detractors” of a company. The NPS sys-

tem simply assumes that anybody, who does 

not recommend the company to their friends, 

is going to discourage their friends from doing 

business with the company. This need not be 

correct. However, this assumption will create 

fluctuating patterns in cumulative NPS system 

data. This issue could be empirically resolved 

in several ways.

Ⅳ. Why are there Consistently 
Low (-ve) Scores in Some 
Countries Against High 
(+ve) Scores in the US for 
the Same Company / Products?

Hofstede, (1994) has defined culture as “the 

collective programming of the mind which dis-

tinguishes the members of one group or cat-

egory of people from those of another.” As a 

result of such cultural differences there will al-

ways be some countries where the NPS sys-

tem will produce lower scores. This is evident 

from the cumulative global brand data collected 

over several years. According to the culture of 

a country, the sense of private space and pub-

lic space, will be different as shown for Culture 

A and B in the diagram below (Hall 1959). In 

those countries, where “private space” tends to 

be smaller than “public space,” (as depicted in 

the diagram below in Figure 3 as ‘Culture B’) 

NPS scores will always be negative or will ex-

hibit lower values when compared to scores for 

the same products or services obtained in the 

US. It takes years to be friends in countries 

such as Japan and Korea. As a result, in gen-

eral, people will tend to avoid unnecessary risks 

of ruining a relationship. Hence they will prefer 

not to recommend things to friends in order to 

not lose face if something goes wrong with the 

recommended company or product / service.

Cultures
Public 
Space

Private 
SpaceAA BB

Cultures
Public 
Space

Private 
SpaceAA BB

<Figure 3> Private Self & Public Self in Two Cultures
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For example, when a graph of the data for 

“recommendation” is drawn for two countries 

namely Japan and the US, two very different 

distributions emerge (see Figure 4). Based on 

several international studies (Hrdlick et al. 

2006) it can be concluded that there will always 

be high numbers of Japanese customers with 

low scores, who might be called “detractors” in 

the NPS system when compared with American 

or Australian customers for the same product 

or service (as shown in the Table 2). As ex-

plained earlier, this is primarily due to cultural 

differences (definition & treatment of friends 

is different in the two countries) and has nothing 

to do with the quality of the products or 

services. Hence comparing NPS based scores 

might give a completely incorrect picture.

Hrdlick et al., (2006) who were employees of 

Bain & Company, the original proponents of 

the NPS system, have published a paper where 

they have shown that the average NPS scores 

in several Japanese and Korean industries were 

consistently negative year by year. These scores 

were significantly lower than those found in 

other countries such as in Asia or in Australia.

To illustrate their findings and show the de-

gree of negative scores that Japanese compa-

nies have been receiving, the average score of 

some countries for four industries are given 

below. The following table shows the data col-

lected when more than three countries data 

was available. The Japanese NPS score in all 

six industries was significantly lower when 

compared to the closest minimum score of an-

other country. The Australian NPS scores were 

positive in the case of two industries namely 

Bank and Food. These findings further support 

the idea that the Japanese culture produces 

significantly lower negative scores when com-

pared with scores obtained in other countries 

(Hrdlick et al. 2006). Japan and Korea were 

the only two countries that had negative NPS 

scores in all four industries whereas Australia, 

China and Singapore had positive NPS scores 

in some industries as shown in the Table 2.

<Figure 4> Frequency Distribution Differences in Two 
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Ⅴ. Findings: Solutions to Deal 
with the Challenges of NPS 
Negative Scores or Score 
Fluctuations

Recently, when making marketing decisions, 

increasing numbers of companies have encoun-

tered problems related to fluctuations in NPS 

scores in consecutive years’ of survey data. Key 

driver analyses based solely on a “recommendation 

to friends” question have also produced different 

results in consecutive years. As a result many 

executives are not sure, which year’s results 

they should use in their decision-making. Broadly, 

dependent on the number of customers and 

available resources, companies could use three 

different strategies to deal with this NPS sys-

tem problem. 

5.1 Interviewing all “Detractors” to 

identify the causes of the problem

Some companies follow the suggestion of us-

ing an open-ended question after asking the 

“recommendation” question to probe further for 

their choice, however, rarely do companies an-

alyze the text of such types of open-ended 

questions or create codes to quantify them. 

In order to understand why some customers 

<Table 2> Japanese and Korean Negative NPS for Various Industries 


