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1  Introduction
Even if they are referred to by different names — customer journey, user journey,
or buyer journey — their goal is always the same: to understand the numerous
interactions and points of contact that potential customers have with a brand.

The challenge for any company is not to lose the customer on their journey. On the way to a purchase,
there are many opportunities for a customer to abort the process if they are not completely satisfied or if
they become aware of a better offer. During the entire period in which a customer is considering or making
a purchase, it is important to encourage them along the way and to move them to the final purchase.

Since the first edition of this white paper, the journey itself has changed profoundly. Customers now meet
brands through AI search summaries and chatbot recommendations before they ever open a website. They
compare and even complete purchases natively inside social platforms. For digital products and services,
the most decisive moments increasingly happen inside the app rather than in an email inbox. At the same
time, customers' willingness to answer surveys has fallen sharply: survey requests have grown by more than
70% since 2020, while response rates for generic email surveys have dropped to single digits in many
industries.

Visualizing the customer journey remains the best way to understand customer behavior and take the right
measures to support customers. With a so-called customer journey map, the entire journey for certain
products, customer groups, or services can be graphically displayed. The working method for creating such
a map is referred to as customer journey mapping: companies put themselves in the customer's perspective
and analyze their wishes and requirements in each phase of the journey. This shows directly where critical
points — so-called pain points — lie and how they can be improved.

In this white paper, we introduce the concept of a customer journey map, explain how to create and use it
correctly — and show how to use it as a blueprint for deciding where, when, and how to collect customer
feedback in 2026.

“Every single contact you have with the customer influences
whether or not they will come back.”
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2  The Customer Journey Map
A customer journey map is an image that shows the flow of an average
customer's buying process.

The customer's journey is divided into individual phases with specific points of contact and then visualized.
This makes it easy to see how key factors are related and what experiences customers have on the way to
purchasing. Not only are the actions of the buyer at the individual touchpoints recorded, but also their
thoughts and emotions.

Such a map helps companies to understand why potential customers drop out at certain points and decide
not to buy, or why they do not return after the purchase has been made. It tells companies which gaps need
to be filled in order to make customers happier in the long term. A carefully prepared map helps to prioritize
necessary optimization measures in all areas of the company.

With a customer journey map, companies can:
• recognize every point of contact between customer and company,

• understand the needs and problems of their own customers better and take appropriate measures,

• discover and close gaps in the customer experience,

• develop an understanding of customer behavior patterns in all areas of the organization and better
understand key points in the purchasing process,

• align company activities with the needs of customers (customer focus),

• new in 2026: decide systematically at which touchpoints to collect customer feedback — and at which
not to.
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3  What Does a Customer Journey Map Look
Like?
A customer journey map looks different for every company. Nevertheless, there is
a basic structure.

As a rule, the customer journey map is created as a linear course in which the individual steps taken by the
customer are shown on the horizontal axis, with the analysis of those steps on the vertical axis.

The horizontal axis reflects the steps the customer goes through — from identifying a need, making a
purchase decision, and buying, to everything beyond: a complaint, a return, or a repurchase. The more steps
are shown, the more detailed the subsequent analysis can be.

The vertical axis shows the levels of analysis at each step: the intensity of the customer's emotions, internal
processes, the responsible contact person in the company, the relevant marketing channels — and, in 2026,
the listening posts where feedback is collected.

Discovery Purchase /
Payment

Use Change / Service Cancellation

Step Wants to buy
armchair

Buys and pays for
armchair

Uses armchair Has problems and
wants to change
armchair

Returns armchair
without buying a
new one

Touchpoints Advertisement, AI
search summary,
website, product page
…

Registration, order
confirmation, invoice

Helpful content,
feedback email,
review portals

FAQ page, customer
service, online portal

Return
confirmation,
confirmation of
cancellation

Department Marketing Sales / Shop Customer Success Customer Service Customer Success

Example: simplified journey map for a furniture purchase. The horizontal axis reflects the steps of the customer; the vertical axis
shows the levels of analysis per step.

The advantages of the customer journey map at a glance:
• Helps one recognize the process of the customer journey at a glance and change it if necessary

• Highlights potential for improvement and identifies precise points of attack for optimization

• Visual and easily understandable presentation of the customer journey

• Quick focus on pain points for maximum effectiveness

• Enables a new customer-oriented perspective on the sales process
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4  New for 2026: Touchpoints You Don't
Control
Modern journeys include touchpoints that never touch your own channels — and
journey maps built before 2024 are usually missing them.

• AI-mediated discovery: AI assistants and AI search summaries describe, compare, and recommend
brands before the customer ever visits a website. What they say is shaped by reviews, forums, and
public feedback.

• Platform-native journeys: discovery, comparison, and checkout can happen entirely inside social
platforms, without a single session on your own site.

• Community and creator content: recommendations in communities and comparison content shape
expectations long before the first owned touchpoint.

You cannot place a survey at these touchpoints — but your map should include them, because they create
the expectations that your owned touchpoints then have to meet. Two practical consequences:

• Treat your first owned touchpoint (first website visit, first order, first app session) as a listening post:
this is where you learn what the invisible touchpoints promised.

• Monitor public feedback — reviews and ratings on Google, Amazon, or Trustpilot — as systematically as
your own surveys, because it is the raw material AI assistants use to describe your brand.
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5  Create a Customer Journey Map
There is no standard for creating and visualizing a customer journey map. In a
few basic steps, however, the customer journey can be sketched and the correct
data integrated.

Step 1: Get Reliable Data
Current data on the customer experience is important for the meaningfulness and relevance of the
customer journey map. The following sources can be used:

• Web and app analytics: data about user behavior provides information on online interactions and critical
points, such as abandoned shopping carts.

• Your own customer service: insights from the support team are always up to date, individual, and
honest. Customer service employees know the customer's needs best.

• Customer surveys: direct surveys reach customers who do not turn to the company on their own
initiative and reflect at which points difficulties arise.

• New in 2026 — AI-supported feedback analysis: AI text analytics can cluster thousands of existing
open-text comments, reviews, and support conversations by journey stage within minutes. Your existing
feedback becomes the raw material for the map.

Questions to ask yourself in this phase:
– Which channels can we use to collect information?

Step 2: Define the Buyer Persona
In this step, you define the target group whose journey you want to look at. A buyer persona is a fictional
customer who represents the typical characteristics of the target group. For example, one persona prefers
buying from the online store; another prefers personal advice; a third researches intensively and only
comes to the shop to finalize the purchase. At the beginning, it is sufficient to develop a customer journey
map for one buyer persona and adapt it to other segments later.

Questions to ask yourself in this phase:
– What defines the target group?
– What do the company's customers have in common?

Step 3: Create a Timeline with Steps and Touchpoints
Steps describe the actions a customer takes during the process. Not every step is a direct touchpoint with
the company. For example: our coffee shop is called Coffeelicious. Sarah wants to have a coffee and asks
her AI assistant for popular cafés in the area. If our shop is not among the recommendations, Sarah's action
is a step in her journey — but not a touchpoint with Coffeelicious.

The touchpoints are arranged in the sequence of the customer's typical journey, from first contact to final
action. Map the customer's emotions along the journey as well: they influence both the customer's actions
and their reaction to the company's actions. The more detailed the touchpoints, the more complex — but
also more informative — the map becomes.
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Questions to ask yourself in this phase:
– What steps does the customer take on their journey?
– At what points does the customer come into contact with the company?

Step 4: Identify Relevant Channels
Define the channels that play a role for the buyer persona along the journey: SEO and AI search, social
media, personal advice, recommendations, print, content marketing, ads — and in-product channels for
digital services. From this, the company can analyze which relevant channels it already uses and where it
can position itself better.

Questions to ask yourself in this phase:
– Which channels does my target group use?
– Is our company present in the relevant channels?

Step 5: Assess the Intensity of Steps and Touchpoints
Certain steps are more important to the persona than others. Identify the 5–8 moments of truth — the
touchpoints the customer experiences as particularly intense: first delivery, first product success, a support
resolution, a failed payment, the renewal decision. If the company offers the right solution at the right time,
it gains the customer's trust. These moments will later become your primary feedback touchpoints (chapter
7).

Questions to ask yourself in this phase:
– Which points of contact are of particular importance?
– Is the customer emotionally involved?

Step 6: Finalize the Customer Journey Map
Integrate the required additional details: internal departments and owners per touchpoint, communication
channels, and existing listening posts. Every touchpoint needs an internal owner who will later receive —
and act on — its feedback. Keep in mind that a journey map represents the average customer; the company
must still react individually. Review the map quarterly — journeys now change faster than annual planning
cycles.

Questions to ask yourself in this phase:
– What requirements do I have for the map, and which presentation suits it best?
– What information can I use to optimize the experience for the entire customer base?
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6  Use the Customer Journey Map Correctly
A customer journey map identifies critical touchpoints and shows which
company departments are involved or responsible for each one.

When the map is finished, one can see which processes within the company are causing delays or have a
negative impact on customer satisfaction. Once this knowledge has been gained, the company must react
and develop measures to improve the weaknesses found.

Creating a customer journey map is, therefore, only the first step. The correct application is far more
important — and in 2026, the most valuable application is using the map as a blueprint for your feedback
program: every touchpoint on the map is a potential listening post, and the map helps you choose the right
ones instead of surveying everywhere.

7  From Map to Feedback Touchpoints: The
2026 Matrix
Your journey map tells you where the moments of truth are. The next step is to
decide, for each one, which metric, in which channel, at which moment.

• Transactional moments → CES or CSAT. Ask about effort or satisfaction immediately, in the channel
where the experience happened.

• Relationship milestones → NPS. Measure the overall relationship at meaningful points, not on a random
calendar schedule.

• Moments of friction → open questions. When a customer cancels, returns, or abandons, one contextual
“why?” beats any scale.

Touchpoint Stage Metric Channel & timing

First order / checkout Purchase CES In checkout flow, immediately after completion

Delivery received Delivery CSAT Email/SMS, 0–2 days after delivery

Onboarding completed Onboarding CSAT + open text In-app, at the moment of first success

Support interaction Support CES + CSAT In channel (chat/email), right after resolution

Return / cancellation Use Open text (“why?”) In the return/cancellation flow

Relationship milestone Loyalty NPS Email or in-app, post-onboarding & pre-renewal

Renewal / repurchase Loyalty NPS + open text 30–45 days before renewal decision

Example feedback touchpoint matrix for an e-commerce / subscription journey. Adapt the touchpoints to your own map.

The rule for 2026: surveys tied to a specific, recent experience consistently achieve response rates several
times higher than generic email blasts. In-app and in-flow micro-surveys reach customers while their
attention is already on the experience — one to three questions, no login, no friction. Reserve email for
relationship measurements and for customers you cannot reach in-product.
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8  Designing Against Survey Fatigue
The average consumer now receives roughly a dozen survey requests per month.
Fatigue is no longer an edge case — it is the default condition your feedback
program operates in.

• Set contact rules. Define a maximum survey frequency per customer (e.g. one transactional survey per
experience, one relationship survey per quarter) and enforce it centrally across teams.

• Keep it micro. One score plus one open question outperforms ten-question forms — in both response
rate and answer quality.

• Prioritize by the map. If two teams want to survey the same customer, the journey map decides which
touchpoint matters more.

• Use passive signals first. Reviews, support conversations, and usage data answer many questions
without asking anyone. Survey only for what you cannot observe.

• Show that feedback works. Customers keep answering when they see consequences. “You said, we did”
communication is the strongest antidote to fatigue.

A feedback program built this way collects less data than blanket surveying — but dramatically more signal
per question asked. And because every touchpoint on your map has an owner (step 6), feedback can be
routed and acted on without organizational battles: the inner loop responds to the individual customer
within 24–48 hours, the outer loop fixes the systemic root cause.

9  Customer Journey Map and zenloop
With the Voice of Customer platform zenloop, customer feedback can be
collected at all relevant touchpoints of the customer journey.

The zenloop Survey Suite covers NPS, CSAT, CES, and custom surveys across email, link, website, and
in-app channels — so every moment of truth on your map can become a listening post in the right channel.
Feedback is analyzed and clustered automatically with AI-supported text analysis, and closed-loop
workflows route insights to the teams that own each touchpoint: automatic win-back flows for detractors,
advocacy programs for promoters, and “you said, we did” communication to close the loop visibly.

Data on customer satisfaction is used at every point of contact — and the voice of the customer moves into
the long-term focus of your business activity.
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10  Conclusion
A customer journey map can be created step by step and offers advantages for
companies of all types.

It helps to gain knowledge of the points of contact at which customers are satisfied or dissatisfied, and thus
to develop a better understanding of one's own product or service offering. Various departments benefit
from the visual representation, because the map highlights critical points and involves the responsible team
at every stage of the journey.

In 2026, the map has a second job: it is the blueprint of your feedback program. Built on real data, extended
by the touchpoints you don't control, and translated into a feedback touchpoint matrix with clear owners
and contact rules, it turns customer feedback from scattered surveys into a system that measurably
improves retention.

Need more information?
Our experts are happy to help and are always available for a free consultation on all aspects of zenloop and
customer experience management.

Request a free demo

https://www.zenloop.com/en/request-demo/

