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Insights

Far too many firms focus on their products 
rather than the problems they solve.

Setting expectations should be one of the 
major functions of the marketing strategy.

Customers should be provided with information to 
allow them to easily evaluate the solution on offer.

Customer satisfaction is the best indication of whether a 
customer will buy again or refer the vendor to others. 

While luck always plays a part in any success 
story, attention to detail and a deliberate strategy 

will greatly improve the probability of success. 
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Dr. Tom McKaskill

Global serial entrepreneur, consultant, educator and author, Dr. McKaskill has 
established a reputation for providing insights into how entrepreneurs start, develop and 
harvest their ventures. Acknowledged as the world’s leading authority on exit strategies 
for high growth enterprises, Dr. McKaskill provides both real world experience with 
a professional educator’s talent for explaining complex management problems that 
confront entrepreneurs. His talent for teaching executives and his pragmatic approach to 
management education has gained him a reputation as a popular speaker at conferences, 
workshops and seminars. His approaches to building sustainable, profitable ventures 
and to selling businesses at a significant premium, has gained him considerable respect 
within the entrepreneurial community. 

Upon completing his doctorate at London Business School, Dr. McKaskill worked as 
a management consultant, later co-founding Pioneer Computer Systems in Northampton, 
UK. After being its President for 13 years, it was sold to Ross Systems Inc. During his 
tenure at Pioneer, the company grew from 3 to 160 people with offices in England, 
New Zealand and USA, raised venture capital, undertook two acquisitions and acquired 
over 2,000 customers. Following the sale of Pioneer to Ross Systems, Dr. McKaskill 
stayed with Ross for three years and then left to form another company, Distinction 
Software Inc. In 1997 Atlanta based Distinction raised $US 2 million in venture capital 
and after five years, with a staff of 30, a subsidiary in New Zealand and distributors in 
five countries, was sold to Peoplesoft Inc. In 1994 Dr. McKaskill started a consulting 
business in Kansas which was successfully sold in the following year.
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After a year as visiting Professor of International Business at Georgia State 
University, Dr. McKaskill was appointed Professor of Entrepreneurship at the Australian 
Graduate School of Entrepreneurship (AGSE) in June 2001. Professor McKaskill was 
the Academic Director of the Master of Entrepreneurship and Innovation program at 
AGSE for the following 5 years. In 2006 Dr. McKaskill was appointed the Richard Pratt 
Chair in Entrepreneurship at AGSE. Dr. McKaskill retired from Swinburne University 
in February 2008.

Dr. McKaskill is the author of eight published paperback books for entrepreneurs 
covering such topics as new venture growth, raising venture capital, selling a business, 
acquisitions strategy and angel investing. He conducts workshops and seminars on these 
topics for entrepreneurs around the world. He has conducted workshops and seminars for 
educational institutions, associations, private firms and public corporations, including 
KPMG, St George Bank, AMP, AICD and PWC. Dr. McKaskill is a successful columnist 
and writer for popular business magazines and entrepreneur portals. 

To assist Angel and Venture Capital investors create strategic exits for their investee 
firms, Dr. McKaskill conducts seminars, workshops and individual strategy sessions for 
the investor and their investee management teams.

Dr. McKaskill completed 18 e-books  for worldwide distribution. He has also 
produced over 150 YouTube videos to assist entrepreneurs develop and exit their 
ventures.

Tom McKaskill is a member of the Brisbane and Melbourne Angel Groups and of 
the Australian Association of Angel Investors. 

I would like to thank my partner Katalin and my colleagues Greg Loudoun, Jen 
Barnes, Aaron Sklovas, Richard Andrews, Beth and Doug Carmichael and Cam 
Dumesny for reviewing the draft and for their corrections and contributions. 

Dr. Tom McKaskill
Australia
May 2011
info@tommckaskill.com
www.tommckaskill.com

Dr. Tom McKaskill



6

HIGH GROWTH VENTURES

MARKETING
for

Published by: 
Breakthrough Publications    
RBN: B2173298N      
Level 1, 75A Chapel St.,
Windsor, Melbourne, VIC 3181      
 
www.tommckaskill.com 
Copyright  © 2011 Tom McKaskill

All rights reserved. This publication my be distributed free for use by individuals 
engaged in formal education programs. This publication may be reproduced, stored in 
a retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means for personal use without the 
permission of the copyright owner. This publication may not be sold or resold for any 
fee, price or charge without the permission of the copyright owner. 

Every effort has been made to ensure that this book is free from error or omissions. 
However, the Publisher, the Author, the Editor or their respective employees or agents, 
shall not accept responsibility for injury, loss or damage occasioned to any person acting 
or refraining from action as a result of material in this book whether or not such injury, 
loss or damage is in any way due to any negligent act or omission, breach of duty or 
default on the part of the Publisher, the Author, the Editor, or their respective employees 
or agents.

McKaskill, Tom
Marketing For High Growth Ventures: Forget the spin, apply proven strategies
ISBN: 978-0-9870872-6-3 (157 pages) 245H x 175W 
Cover design: T. McKaskill
Page design and production: T. McKaskill



7

HIGH GROWTH VENTURES

MARKETING
for

Preface

Sales are the driver for business success and marketing is the organizational capability 
which creates the environment allowing customers to find you in the marketplace. 
Without good market strategies, sales struggle to reach the levels required to sustain 
and grow the enterprise. All too often the marketing capability is under resourced or 
undervalued where sales is seen as the leader rather than the follower. At other times, 
you see great marketing and a poor sales capability which fails to exploit the presence 
created by marketing. These have to work in harmony, on the same page and with the 
same objectives. Too often sales has one objective and marketing another. Without a 
framework for these two organizational units to work together, much of the value of 
each is lost. 

While there are many operational and strategic issues a firm must deal with, the 
marketing function is one of the most critical. It is for this reason that I decided to 
address the marketing strategies problem but from the viewpoint of the entrepreneurial 
firm. 

The objective of this book is to help entrepreneurs do a better job of marketing, not 
just selling. I write for entrepreneurs and for those who work in entrepreneurial firms. 
These firms are very different from your large corporations and therefore the way in 
which they need to tackle problems can often be different from the manner in which you 
might tackle the same issues in a large corporation. For me, an entrepreneurial firm is 
one which has an intention to grow and brings some creativity or novelty to the design 
of its products or services and/or to its business model. These are firms which set out to 
disrupt the status quo in the marketplace as they carve out their own place in it. 

Why is that important? 

It means that I take a specific view of the world. I look at business issues from 
the viewpoint of the high growth entrepreneur and this is a very different perspective 
from that of the corporate executive. My world is not one where people predominately 
manage assets and budgets. Mine is one where you fight for survival, are proactive in 
your approach to the market and where the pursuit of opportunities is part of the DNA. 
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Having been educated in the traditional business disciplines of economics, accounting 
and human resources management and worked for large corporations, I know that my 
life as an entrepreneur was vastly different. I found that much of my business training 
was inappropriate or that there were more critical subjects which I should have studied. 
Also, I recognized that much of what I had studied in university was too theoretical to 
be of practical use. Much of the content was descriptive rather than prescriptive and thus 
left me without the decision models I needed to cope with everyday business problems.

My approach to a business subject, such as marketing and sales strategies, is to 
take a much more pragmatic view and to look at the content from the viewpoint of the 
practicing entrepreneur, where frequently they will not have the benefit of a formal 
business education. However, this does not mean they have no interest in theory or 
in conceptual models, but they do demand pragmatic and prescriptive content. The 
combination of good theory with a pragmatic application to the problems of the 
entrepreneur can be very powerful. Good theory allows us to take a more holistic and 
comprehensive view of a problem rather than a simple ‘this will fix it’ approach. Good 
theory not only explains situations but when applied in a real world context can help 
identify possible solutions.

My approach to marketing and sales follows this approach. There are thousands of 
books on sales and marketing and they all contribute something to our knowledge base. 
However, very few look at problems from the viewpoint of the high growth potential 
entrepreneurial firm. Their environment is different and thus it does require a different 
treatment. While the basics of selling and marketing may be the same, it is in the 
application that differences exist. 

This book does not intend to replace a basic textbook on marketing; the 4 Ps in product 
marketing or the 7 Ps in services marketing. Instead, it assumes that the entrepreneur is 
more than capable of applying the basics. However, beyond this point, there are many 
refinements which can be made which can substantially improve the outcomes. 

Over the last decade I have had the opportunity to teach and mentor hundreds of 
entrepreneurs. Almost without exception I have found weaknesses in their approach to 
sales and marketing. That is not to say they weren’t successful, many of them were. But 
as you dig a little into their businesses, it is not hard to see where improvements can be 
made. More often than not, when you point out a deficiency, it becomes obvious to them 
as well. As they say, common sense is not that common. 

Preface
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They often say that the best advice one receives is in the asking of the questions not 
in the answers. That is, the insightful question will often expose the problem because in 
answering the question the person replying discovers something they were unaware of. 
Usually they know the answer, they have just never considered the question.

My intention in this book is to ask the insightful questions. I will provide a theoretical 
background so that the reader is able to see the way in which a particular issue is 
contextualized. But my real objective is to get the entrepreneur to question what they 
are doing and why they are doing it – but in light of what we know about what works 
and what doesn’t. Hopefully, this process will uncover many improvements which the 
entrepreneur can make to their sales and marketing strategies which will result in an 
improvement in business outcomes.

In this book I have decided that the measure of success of the sales and marketing 
strategy is whether the customer would buy again and/or would recommend the same 
product or service to someone who was experiencing the same problem or need. While 
circumstances can change and the customer may not experience the same problem or 
need again, would they choose the same product or service if the original situation were 
repeated? 

This metric of repeat sales and referrals underpins high growth. Research shows that 
higher growth firms have much higher levels of repeat sales and much higher levels of 
referral business. If we ask the question – ‘what leads to a repeat sale?’ and ‘what leads 
to referrals?’ we are heading in the right direction. After all, if we have a product or 
service which generates repeat sales and referrals, we almost certainly have a strategy 
which will land us the original sale. So, in my opinion, this is a very useful  measure of 
success. 

My approach to sales and marketing is to keep this objective front and center. 
Obviously you need to build the capability of gaining the initial sale and there are lots of 
things you can do to improve your conversion rates, however, my test of the ‘customer 
experience’ and ‘customer satisfaction’ is the repeat sale and the referral. 

In order to build a framework which can be used for this objective, I have spent 
some time in the book reviewing some basic theories of buyer behaviour. I am keenly 
interested in the Why, How, What, When and Where customers buy so that I can use 
each of these elements of buying behaviour to improve my outcomes. I wish to put the 

Preface
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reader into the mental model of buyer behaviour so that the questions I raise make sense 
and the changes I recommend are obvious.

The overall objective of the book is to be pragmatic, to provide a model of sales and 
marketing which provides easy to implement and practical solutions to improving sales 
performance. 

Tom McKaskill
Gold Coast, Australia
May 2011
www.tommckaskill.com

Preface
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Chapter 1: High Growth Ventures Are 
Different

High growth firms are different! Compared to low growth firms, the manner in which 
they do business is different. Internally you see differences in their objectives, culture, 
operations, recruitment policies, remuneration structures and so on. Externally, they 
have a different view of the market. They focus on high compelling needs, growth niche 
markets, scalable products and services and innovation as a competitive advantage. That 
being the case, we should expect their marketing strategies to be different.

Unlike lifestyle businesses, high growth entrepreneurial firms are different because 
they have an intention to grow and their businesses models, business processes, products 
and services are characterized by novelty, creativity or innovation. Even if they are in 
a commoditized market, the manner in which they go about doing business will have 
interesting characteristics which set them apart. They will develop different forms of 
selling, pricing, delivery, service or distribution. They will always be seeking ways to 
differentiate and to create additional customer value.

While many firms, such as most professional practices, personal service organizations, 
retail and hospitality establishments are content to remain relatively stable in size, 
entrepreneurial firms set out to increase in size, employ more people and service more 
markets and customers. Growth intention is part of the DNA of the entrepreneur. 
Entrepreneurs grow through organizational growth rather than just personal trading or 
speculation. 

Because their orientation to the market is to drive high growth, the marketing 
strategies which they employ are different from low growth firms. The fundamentals 
of product, place, position and price are the same but the way they implement these is 
heavily influenced by their desire to leverage their high growth potential. 

The differences between the strategy and marketing approaches of low growth firms 
compared to high growth firms are significant and the results speak for themselves. 
In their book ‘Spiraling Up - How to create a high growth, high value, professional 
services firm’, Lee. W. Frederikson and Aaron E. Taylor (Hinge Research Institute, 
2010) gave the following results:
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There is a group of professional services firms that grow nine times faster and are 
50% more profitable than average.

These firms actually spend slightly less than average on sales and marketing and 
typically receive premium valuations in the marketplace.

What they demonstrate in their book is that it is a combination of strategy and 
marketing which gives these results. 

Before we embark on an examination of high growth marketing, we really should 
start with a high growth corporate strategy, that is, a longer term view of the business. If 
I was taking a corporate strategy approach and a longer term view, I would be interested 
in questioning the fundamentals of the business. In a more wide ranging investigation 
into the firm, we should be asking questions about what product we are selling or should 
be selling, what problems we are solving or should be solving and so on. We should be 
looking at what changes in our product/market interface we should be making which 
provide greater growth potential. For those entrepreneurs interested in driving higher 
growth in their ventures through a systematic review of corporate strategy, including 
the questions of which products to sell and which problems and customers to focus on, 
my book ‘Venture Growth Strategies’ (Breakthrough Publications,  2010) should be 
examined.  

It is not my intention in this book to provide a comprehensive marketing textbook 
for entrepreneurs but instead to provide a high growth marketing framework which can 
be used to examine the effectiveness of the product/market strategies – that is, the way 
in which the firm presents itself to the market around its current problem/solution set. 
This framework can then be used to examine the effectiveness and efficiency of the 
marketing and sales activities in existing products in existing markets. It does not set out 
to change what is being sold and the markets in which they are being sold, only to make 
the current interface more effective. My objective is to show how this framework can 
be used proactively by entrepreneurial firms to develop sales and marketing strategies 
which will increase their profitability, resilience and growth rates. It is in this context 
that I am going to discuss marketing strategies. 

Much of current marketing literature focuses on the marketing of existing products 
as if there was a single answer and once implemented, the marketing strategy work 

Chapter 1:  High Growth  
Ventures Are Different
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is done. The literature is very large corporation focused and very much a big budget 
view of the world. It is often sterile in its approach, providing insightful descriptions 
of marketing issues but not offering guidance on what to do. More often than not, it is 
hard to implement this style of marketing in the high growth entrepreneurial firm where 
budgets are tight, funding is scarce and the business is changing dramatically due to its 
growth rate. 

In conventional marketing, the marketing objective is to drive near term sales. But, 
if you want to achieve high growth, this approach is sub-optimal.  High growth firms 
know that repeat sales and referrals underpin high growth and that the initial sale is 
merely the start of a customer relationship. Almost without exception, what you see in 
high growth firms are marketing strategies which take a long term view of the customer 
relationship. 

The high growth entrepreneurial firm needs to design a marketing strategy which 
puts its focus on creating and extending the customer relationship not the initial sale. It 
is this approach which we will examine in this book.  

To ensure that our operational decisions for marketing and sales are consistent with 
our growth objective, we need a mission statement for marketing and sales which allows 
us to judge each marketing and sales tactical decision we make. I refer to the marketing 
mission statement as the ‘end game’. The ‘end game’ informs our strategy and keeps us 
focused. It makes it easier to make operational decisions and keeps us all on the same 
page. 

Our ‘end game’ mission statement guides our marketing messages, our interactions 
with our customers and the orientation we have to delivering customer service. In my 
opinion, the best ‘end game’ for high growth entrepreneurs is ‘to create a customer 
experience which results in repeat sales and referrals’. Nothing proves you are on the 
right track than a satisfied customer who wants to do business with you again and is 
willing to recommend you to others. 

Using the high growth marketing framework, I propose to examine the way in which 
products and services create satisfied customers. What this will show is that the quality 
of the customer experience directly impacts on the level of satisfaction, which in turn 
influences repeat sales and referrals. Improving the rate of repeat sales and referrals 
directly improves the efficiency of marketing and sales resources. 

Chapter 1:  High Growth  
Ventures Are Different
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To improve the growth rate without expending more resources in marketing and 
sales means that you have to capture more initial sales and subsequently, convert more 
of the initial sales to repeat sales and referrals. We improve repeat sales and referrals 
by improving customer satisfaction levels. I will show that we can significantly impact 
satisfaction levels through our marketing strategies. 

Reducing Sales Cycles

I have been researching the topic of high growth businesses now for a number of 
years and developed the 14 principles of high growth businesses as a way of explaining 
how high growth occurs. This framework has been published in several books (Winning 
Ventures, Ultimate Growth Strategies and Venture Growth Strategies) and many articles. 
In developing this body of work, I am constantly confronted by the influence on growth 
of the productivity of the marketing and sales activities. The ability to secure sales 
transactions directly impacts the rate of growth. 

The sales transaction is a fundamental building block in business. Without sales, you 
are not in business. Unless you have enough sales transactions, you go out of business. 
If you don’t do enough of them at a healthy profit margin, you cannot fund growth. 

If we set out to grow, in revenue terms, we need to do more sales transactions, 
assuming our product and prices are constant. To maintain growth, we need to secure 
more and more sales transactions. So, “How can we secure more sales transactions?” 

The simple answer to growth is to do more of the same. You might think of this as a 
linear approach to growth. In fact, this is how most businesses approach growth. They 
throw more resources at the activity with the expectation that the outcome will be more 
sales. In some cases, this is certain to work, but it is not the most efficient way to create 
growth momentum. For the entrepreneurial firm limited by access to funds, throwing 
resources at the problem is not a feasible solution. 

Most firms do not have a theory or framework of growth to guide their actions, 
which is why they throw resources at the problem rather than look for growth drivers 
which they can implement with less expenditure. My objective has always been to find 
proactive ways of engineering growth by examining the underlying drivers of growth. 
Using our understanding of growth drivers, we can find underlying principles which can 

Chapter 1:  High Growth  
Ventures Are Different
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guide our marketing and sales strategies. We can use these principles to examine our 
own marketing and sales operations and identify areas of improvement. 

One of the underlying principles of growth is that we need to improve the productivity 
of our resources. When we apply this to the sales activity, we need to focus on what 
generates sales and how we can improve the rate of sales. Instead of thinking about the 
sales transaction, we think about the way in which we use our marketing resources to 
convert needs to sales. We have to examine the process which brought about the sale, 
that is, the sales cycle. By examining the sales cycle itself and what determines its 
characteristics, we can uncover ways to improve it. The next step is to think of sales 
cycles over an extended period of time, especially in relation to the length of the sales 
cycle for successive transactions. In order to drive growth, we have to reduce the sales 
cycle over time. 

We can achieve greater productivity if we can support more sales cycles with the 
same resource level. Our examination of buyer behaviour will identify ways in which 
we can handle an ever increasing number of sales cycles with the same level of sales 
and marketing resources. 

By reducing the sales cycle time and undertaking more sales cycles with the same 
marketing and sales resources, you have a very powerful growth driver.  My high 
growth marketing framework will help to bring focus on what determines the length 
and frequency of sales cycles and this will provide a pragmatic means for implementing 
changes to your business which will harness its power as a facilitator of growth. 

When we think about sales growth, we usually expect part of our fixed cost to grow as 
well. We put more in infrastructure to support the expected increase in growth because 
we assume a constant level of productivity. However, in conventional marketing, sales 
growth often comes with lower net margins as we bring in more marginal sales. While 
growth increases Net Profit, it often does it at a decreasing rate. 

For example, each sales person might contribute a certain number of sales per month. 
This contribution adds to our Net Profit. In practice, additional sales staff are often less 
productive as they chase more marginal business or are simply less experienced at the 
task. 

Chapter 1:  High Growth  
Ventures Are Different
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If, however, we were able to achieve increased sales, that is more sales cycles, with 
the existing sales personnel, this will have a dramatic impact on net profit.

Any reduction in the sales cycle time will also have a dramatic impact on Net 
Profit if the infrastructure costs can be held constant. The objective of a high growth 
marketing framework approach to sales is to actually increase the productivity of sales 
and marketing resources over time so that the Net Profit ratio to total costs increases. 

Example:

“An example of a realistic goal for an auto dealership should be 4-5 
generated appointments per day per person; selling one. This represents 
120 + appointments each month, 80 +/- that show up and an additional 
20 units per person per month based on a 25% closing ratio.”

(Source: http://ezinearticles.com/?Reduced-Sales-in-the-Auto-
Industry-Requires-New-Responsibilities-For-Automotive-Advertising-

Agencies&id=3565616. Accessed: 17th January 2011)

This type of ratio analysis is very common in sectors where telesales, lead generation 
or demonstrations are given. Improve the conversion ratio and you achieve a dramatic 
improvement in sales for the same level of sales and marketing resources. But what if 
we could improve the quality of the appointments, that is, they are more receptive to 
our products or services before they arrive for an appointment. Our conversion ratio 
would increase. If we could reduce the amount of time we needed to spend with each 
appointment because they were more familiar with the firm and its products, we could 
handle more appointments which would also improve the rate of sales. 

We need to understand how to achieve these types of sales cycle improvements 
across a wide range of possible products and services. 

Ask these questions:

What would the Sales and Net Profit outcome be if we:

• reduced our sales cycle by 10%?
• reduced the time between sales cycles by 10%?
• handled 10% more sales cycles at the same time?

Chapter 1:  High Growth  
Ventures Are Different
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• sold more products to the same customer?
• took a number of steps out of the sales cycle process?
• received sales orders from some of our customers without prior contact with us?
• improved our conversion rate of leads to sales by 10%?
• improved our rate of qualified leads by 10%?
• grew overall leads by 10%?

If everything else is constant, these are questions which will challenge our current 
performance. Of course, the real problem is ‘how do we achieve these new levels of 
productivity on a sustainable basis?’

As vendors, we all have sales cycles, whether they are years or seconds. Every 
person or corporation which makes a decision to purchase will go through a number of 
steps to confirm the decision to buy. Most of us have a basic understanding of the buyer 
decision process, but do we have a strong enough understanding to break the process 
down, examine its underlying concepts and build a better framework from which we can 
significantly improve our sales processes? In this book, I will examine these underlying 
processes and concepts and show you how to use these to improve your sales outcomes.

A New Approach

To make progress in increasing growth in our existing product/market environments, 
we need to have a framework or theoretical model to identify and give guidance to the 
changes we might implement. By understanding the basics of customer buyer behaviour, 
sales cycles, customer expectations and satisfaction, the fundamentals of sales lead 
conversion processes and brand image, we will have the foundation to understand and 
identify changes which will drive growth in a specific market. 

With any prescriptive process, it is important to have a stated objective. Just stating 
that the objective is to increase sales is somewhat limiting as just throwing resources 
at the problem of increasing sales may well work. If the focus was, say marketing 
effectiveness, this might be achieved by generating more initial sales which is a worthy 
objective in its own right. However, would such a change be sustainable? I have decided 
to focus my attention on the post purchase evaluation which results in a repeat purchase 
or a positive referral as this seems to be a very direct measure of customer satisfaction 
across the entire customer experience. 

Chapter 1:  High Growth  
Ventures Are Different



18

HIGH GROWTH VENTURES

MARKETING
for

Repeat sales and positive referrals are strong characteristics of high growth firms 
and are a very critical measure of the quality of the marketing effort. This view is 
strongly supported by the work of Richard Owen and Laura Brooks in their work on the 
Net Promoter Score. (See their book Answering the Ultimate Question, Jossey-Bass 
(November 24, 2008))

NPS is based on the fundamental perspective that every company’s customers 
can be divided into three categories: Promoters, Passives, and Detractors. 
By asking one simple question — How likely is it that you would recommend 
[Company X] to a friend or colleague? — you can track these groups and get 
a clear measure of your company’s performance through its customers’ eyes.

Customers respond on a 0-to-10 point rating scale and are categorized as follows:

Promoters (score 9-10) are loyal enthusiasts who will 
keep buying and refer others, fueling growth.

Passives (score 7-8) are satisfied but unenthusiastic customers 
who are vulnerable to competitive offerings.

Detractors (score 0-6) are unhappy customers who can damage your 
brand and impede growth through negative word-of-mouth.

To calculate your company’s Net Promoter Score (NPS), take the percentage of 
customers who are Promoters and subtract the percentage who are Detractors.

In most industries, this one simple statistic explained much of the 
variation in relative growth rates; that is, companies with a better ratio of 
Promoters to Detractors tend to grow more rapidly than competitors.

In this book I have not set out to provide a comprehensive marketing textbook 
although it mainly deals with marketing issues. Instead it is designed to give insights 
into areas which have the greatest impact on positive customer experiences which in 
turn results in repeat sales or positive referrals. The high growth marketing framework 
outlined in this book will provide you with a checklist and model against which you can 
measure your existing business. As a result you should find some useful and pragmatic 
ways in which you can improve your marketing effectiveness. 

Chapter 1:  High Growth  
Ventures Are Different
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We need to move to marketing and sales strategies which decrease the sales cycle, 
improve our lead conversion and generate better customer satisfaction levels. Reducing 
the sales cycle has a dramatic effect on marketing and sales productivity as we have 
seen from the calculations above. What we will discover is that there are many places 
within the post-sale customer experience where improvements will have a direct impact 
on the length of the sales cycle. What we will also see is that a carefully designed and 
delivered customer experience dramatically reduces the sales cycle of the repeat sale. 
The same applies to the sales cycle of a new customer who has received a referral 
or recommendation from a satisfied customer. There is a direct relationship between 
meaningful customer experiences and subsequent sales cycles.

Our sales cycles can therefore be gradually reduced over time as we improve the 
levels of customer experience and satisfaction. As these improve, so does the level of 
repeat sales and referrals and with it further reductions in sales cycles. Basically, our 
marketing and sales activities become more effective when we get it right.

I have worked with hundreds of entrepreneurs over the last few years and almost 
all of them have unrealized high growth potential. By taking a high growth marketing 
approach, the changes they needed to make in their marketing strategies were relatively 
obvious and normally easy to implement. 

Chapter 1:  High Growth  
Ventures Are Different
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Chapter 2: Start With Understanding The 
Buyer

It is very easy to jump to the wrong conclusion when you are trying to work out what 
went right or what went wrong with a marketing program or a specific sales activity. 
More often than not, it will be a knee jerk reaction to the situation and the first reaction 
will be emotionally generated rather than logically reasoned. Even so, the range of 
possibilities will not be canvassed because a systematic process of analysis is unlikely 
to be undertaken. 

It is all too easy to make hasty decisions and throw resources at some marketing 
program or sales tool. Like any complex situation, we need to have a theoretical 
framework in order to understand the likely outcome of any decision. We need to 
understand the various parts of the underlying model and how they interact. While we 
all have some understanding of how buyers behave, it is worth taking some time to 
review what we know about how, what, where, when and why buyers purchase specific 
products or services. 

Once we have a theoretical model, we can use it to analyze a buying situation. A 
good theory will not only explain what happened in a past situation but is the basis for 
planning a future marketing campaign or buying situation. 

What we are trying to do when we examine theory is to avoid major mistakes and to 
take advantage of the insights we gain. My main purpose is to use this information to 
identify ways in which you can improve the productivity of your marketing and sales 
efforts. 

Lets start with some basics.

When we study buyer behaviour we are interested in how individuals spend their 
money, time and effort. We want to know how individuals or groups select, purchase, 
use and dispose of products and services, ideas or experiences in order to satisfy needs 
and desires. 
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The purchasing decision is essentially one of problem solving and, depending on 
various characteristics of the person and problem to be solved, the decision process will 
alter.

There are generally thought to be three major categories of purchases:

a)	 Those where the consumer has little or no knowledge of products or services 
available, has no brand preference and needs to do extensive information searching.

b)	 Decisions where the consumer has some level of knowledge about alternative 
offerings and does limited information search to compare products or services 
available.

c)	 Situations where the consumer has good brand knowledge and/or knows what 
they want and buys the product or service with little or no additional information 
search. This especially applies to habitual or frequent purchases. 

NEEDS/DESIRES/GOALS:

Our discussion of the purchase decision starts with the trigger to enter an information 
search process. The obvious cause is either dissatisfaction with a current situation 
or a desire to create a favourable future state. Related to this change in being is the 
anticipation of what the purchase decision will do for the consumer. A purchase which 
will solve a problem, change an emotional state or enhance a person’s self esteem is 
part of the discomfort felt when an intention to purchase is triggered. A moderator of 
this process is the product or service image and the way in which the purchase choice 
is seen by others. 

Needs and desires are often related to the grouping established in Maslow’s hierarchy 
of needs. These are:

• Physiological – basic needs of hunger and thirst
• Safety – security and protection
• Social – belonging and love
• Esteem – self esteem, recognition and status
• Self-actualization – self development and self realization

The need or desire may be internally generated, such as the need for pain relief 

Chapter 2: Start With 
Understanding The Buyer
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medicine or be triggered by an external stimulus such as through an advertisement. 
Marketers attempt to take consumers to a purchase attention state through multiple 
marketing stimuli, however, the consumer may not respond to such external prompting. 

Even when a desired future state is identified by the consumer, the difference in 
current and future states may not be sufficient to trigger further action. A modifying 
influence on intention is whether the consumer has the time and finances to pursue the 
need or desire. 

Consumers are stimulated by all five senses and marketers use these to trigger a 
response. The smell of coffee roasting may stimulate the purchase of coffee or the scent 
of perfume may trigger a purchase of cosmetics. When you walk past a music store you 
will hear music playing to entice you to buy. 

In the first instance, the consumer must be exposed to the marketing stimulus. This 
might be an advertisement on the TV or in a magazine or it might be a sensory trigger. 
Only those consumers in the right place at the right time will be exposed to the message. 
Consumers may simply filter the message out. In a world full of advertisements, 
billboards and marketing brochures, the consumer may simply ignore them – too much 
noise. 

Marketers are hoping for a state of awareness. That is, they are seeking to gain 
the attention of the consumer to recognize the message – perhaps because of its size, 
colour, shape, humour or information content. Finally, the marketer wants the consumer 
to retain the message so that when a future need arises, the consumer will retrieve the 
message and use it in their information search. The level of retention and the time over 
which the message is retained will vary from one person to the next.

Consumers are much more alert to marketing stimuli if they already have an 
established need. The car buyer will give more attention to car advertisements and 
notice billboards and car sales signs. 

INFORMATION SEARCH:

In the case of repeat or habitual purchases, the consumer may well rely entirely 
on memory when making the decision on what to buy. In the situation where prior 
experience and/or memory are inadequate to make the decision, the consumer must seek 
external information. 

Chapter 2: Start With 
Understanding The Buyer
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In making the decision of what to buy (and where and when), the consumer is 
confronted with, often, a vast array of external information. This includes product 
and brand information and verbal and visual product or service characteristics. Other 
information comes from family, reference group and social class. You can imagine 
the vast array of quantity and quality of information which the consumer absorbs, 
some from the vendor and some from other sources.  Think of the various forms of 
advertisements, articles, commentary, reports, websites, blogs, twitters and so. On top 
of that you have comments and statements from friends and colleagues as well as input 
from family and peers. In some sense, the quantity is overwhelming and so the consumer 
develops techniques to evaluate and understand the information, not necessarily without 
preconceptions and bias. 

Information processed by the consumer may also be seen to be ambiguous, 
incomplete, misleading or inaccurate. At the same time, past experience, cultural norms 
and personal values might filter and change the interpretation of the information. Other 
influencing factors are the motives, lifestyle and personality of the individual, religious 
influence, the importance of the purchase and the pressure to resolve a need. 

The evolution of the internet has seen a major change in the amount and quality of 
information available to the consumer. Historically, marketers had to take the initiative 
in providing information to consumers in advertisements or brochures. Now the 
consumer has the ability to readily seek out information on product and in most cases, 
find independent product comparison information. In many cases, consumers can also 
ask questions through chat rooms or blogs to gain additional information. Companies 
often have contact pages where questions can be submitted directly to the vendor. 

The internet is becoming an increasing important source of information for consumers 
as these statistics show:

“58% of Americans now reporting that they perform online research concerning 
the products and services that they are considering purchasing.” And

“24% of American adults say they have posted comments or reviews online 
about the product or services they buy, indicating a willingness to share 
their opinions about products and the buying experience with others”

(source: http://www.pewinternet.org/Press-Releases/2010/Online-Product-Research.aspx)

Chapter 2: Start With 
Understanding The Buyer
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Search time and search costs are also factors which need to be considered. 
Information search is generally higher for intangible solutions, especially where the 
consumer is intimately involved in the consumption, as is the case in most personal 
services. The nature of service consumption is that most of the information is opinion 
based rather than factual. In screening products, the consumer can check technical 
specification and functional descriptions to assess degree of fit but when it comes to 
services, the evaluation is often in the opinion of the user. As consumers differ widely 
in their requirements, likes and dislikes, opinion by strangers may not be given much 
credibility. Generally the opinion of peer groups, family and friends is relied on more 
heavily. 

Service providers are also challenged when it comes to providing information 
about what they do and what outcomes can be expected. Much of the service outcome 
depends on the personal situation, preferences, experience, attitudes and personality of 
the consumer. 

EVALUATION:

During the period of information gathering, the consumer is moving towards a 
decision to purchase or not. Delay of the purchase or the continued search for more 
information may be the outcome rather than a purchase. During this period, the consumer 
has some concept of an acceptable solution. This of course may be revised if no product 
or service can match the desired requirement or if the available alternatives provide a 
greater range or level of benefits.  

Clearly the ability of the individual to execute on the purchase will constrain the final 
decision. A person’s financial circumstance, environment, time availability and so on, 
will influence which of several alternatives are considered. Given that these situational 
characteristics may differ over time, the consumer may well make a different purchase 
decision depending on the circumstances prevailing at a point in time. 

Individuals vary in their ability to comprehend and process complex information or 
even their desire to do so. For most purchases, individuals will use a choice limiting 
strategy to reduce the number of alternatives and the amount of information they need 
to process, even if this potentially leads to a sub-optimal choice (if we were able to 
scientifically assess the best fit). 

Chapter 2: Start With 
Understanding The Buyer
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The search for more information may in itself be a limiting factor if time expended 
and costs are factors. There is a point where new information adds no marginal value or 
further time expended in searching and absorbing new information is perceived to add 
no benefit. At this point, the consumer either abandons the search and proceeds to an 
evaluation of the information at hand or decides not to purchase at that time. 

Information observed may be filtered in a number of ways. Selective perception 
occurs when individuals see what they want to see and reject other information which 
fails to confirm or support prior beliefs. Alternatively, they change or distort information 
to reinforce prior beliefs. When they recall past decisions and experiences, they may 
selectively recall information which supports pre-existing beliefs. 

The evaluation itself is thought to have a number of components:

a)	Functional

This	 describes	 utilitarian	 functional	 or	 physical	 performance.	 You	 often	
see	 this	 described	 in	 ‘specifications’	 or	 user	 manuals	 or	 the	 definition	 of	
the	 physical	 attributes	 of	 the	 problem	 or	 need	 being	 addressed.	 Typical	
characteristics	of	functionality	may	be	performance,	quality,	price,	reliability	
and	so	on.	Generally,	functional	aspects	are	measureable.	

A further element of function may be the perception of what the product says 
about the consumer. You might think of this as ‘what will people think of me as 
the owner/user of this product or service’. The consumer may also be concerned to 
protect themselves against negative impressions of others, the use of  products or 
services which convey a message of doing the right thing or preventing negative 
reactions of not doing something (such as the use of deodorant). 

b)	Social value

Some	products	and	services	convey	a	message	about	belonging	 to	a	group,	
whether	 that	 is	 demographic,	 interest,	 values,	 socioeconomic	 or	 cultural-
ethnic.		The	consumer	may	implicitly	or	explicitly	wish	to	belong	to	a	category	
whether	this	is	age,	sex,	race,	lifestyle,	class,	religion	or	political	persuasion.	

This	characteristic	of	choice	is	most	often	found	where	the	product	or	service	
is	highly	visible	to	others	or	is	shared	with	others.	

Chapter 2: Start With 
Understanding The Buyer
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c)	Emotional value

Products	 and	 services	 usually	 invoke	 some	 level	 of	 emotion	 during	
consumption	or	use.	These	emotions	include	interest,	joy,	surprise,	sadness,	
anger,	disgust,	contempt,	fear,	shame	and	guilt.	Reaction	may	be	associated	with	
pleasantness/unpleasantness,	relaxation/action	or	calmness/excitement.	

d)	Epistemic value

Consumers	 are	 sometimes	motivated	 to	 try	 something	 new	 or	 to	 have	 an	
experience	driven	by	curiosity,	exploration	or	the	desire	for	knowledge.	This	
may	also	occur	simply	from	a	desire	for	change	out	of	boredom	or	the	quest	
for	a	new	or	different	experience.	Novelty	 seeking,	exploratory	and	variety	
seeking	behaviour	often	explains	why	people	undertake	new	product	trials	or	
seek	out	new	or	different	experiences.	

e)	Conditional value

A	purchase	may	be	related	to	a	specific	situation	such	as	a	birthday,	graduation	
or	change	in	personal	circumstance	(eg.	marriage).	

PURCHASE:

The activities associated with the purchase can also influence what, when and where 
the purchase is made. Individuals use all five senses in the purchase environment. Sight, 
smell, taste, touch and hearing are all involved. Some people have a strong preference 
for tidiness or neatness. Privacy may be important to some individuals. Others like the 
sounds and colours around them to be stimulating, soothing, loud or soft. Some like the 
sense of smell associated with the shopping environment such as the smell of leather, 
perfume, cigars or certain types of food. 

Few purchases are made without some level of interaction with the vendor. This 
brings into the purchase process factors such as the availability of the item, the 
personality, attitudes, physical appearance and manner of the sales person, the length 
of time the purchase takes, the complexity of the purchase process, the quality of the 
information provided as well as the manner in which it is delivered, just to identify some 
of the factors. 

Chapter 2: Start With 
Understanding The Buyer
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Often a consumer will enter a store with a specific product purchase intention but be 
influenced by an in-store discount for a competitor product or by receiving additional 
information from the salesperson. They may also find the item out of stock and choose 
an alternative. 

Even on-line purchases, 1-800 sales or catalogue sales are not without their issues. 
Many shoppers are confused by the steps required, frustrated at the process or simply 
not willing to take the time to work through the activity. 

CONSUMPTION/USE:

Once the purchase decision has been made, the consumer moves into the USE phase 
where they have the opportunity of evaluating their decision. The outcome of the USE 
experience adds to their body of knowledge and will be used when they face a similar 
need in the future. One would expect that a satisfactory experience would increase the 
probability of the same or similar product or service being purchased again while a 
negative experience would reduce the likelihood of the same product or service being 
purchased. 

Products and services vary considerably in their USE characteristic. In the case of 
products, it is almost always the case that the product is used away from the supplier. 
The opposite almost always occurs with services, the user experience is intimately tied 
to the delivery of the service by the supplier. Personal services are a good example 
where the USE experience is normally an interaction between consumer and service 
provider. Think of the case of a doctor, dentist, lawyer, accountant, hairdresser and 
so on. Hospitality services have similar characteristics. The experience involves an 
interaction between service staff and the consumer at multiple points of the USE or 
consumption experience. 

The evaluation of the USE or consumption experience is directly related to 
expectation. If the experience is rated as delivering less value than expected, the result 
will be some level of dissatisfaction. Alternatively, if the experience is more positive 
than expected, a state of satisfaction will result. In some cases, the expectation might 
be very definite where the consumer has a pre-existing definition of what they are 
anticipating purchasing. At other times, the consumer may not know what to purchase 
or be somewhat uncertain as to what they require. In the latter situation, the expectation 
will be set during the information gathering process or during the USE phase. The 
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consumer may not have a certain expectation for a specific purchase but may have a set 
of norms from prior experience with similar products or services from which they judge 
the experience. 

The USE experience itself can result in a number of different outcomes. A coping 
mechanism for some is to find further reasons to justify the purchase – post rationalization. 
For some, this means seeking out new information to show their decision was the 
correct one. They also might avoid information which is contradictory to their choice. A 
decision to reject the purchase could result in the return of the product. They would then 
seek out information to justify that action. 

DISPOSAL: 

Not all products are fully consumed during their use. Some products remain partly 
consumed where the remainder needs to be disposed of. Others, more tangible items 
such as furniture, must be physically disposed of at the end of their useful life, what ever 
that means in the eyes of the consumer. The manner of disposal and the ease of disposal 
can impact the overall evaluation of the purchase experience. 

As an example, I may have enjoyed the experience of buying a new car and using 
it over several years but might find the resale of it unpleasant or uncomfortable. Other 
disposal experience might be messy, expensive, time-consuming or difficult. Ease of 
disposal can make a difference to the overall purchase experience. 

The Buyer, Consumer And Influencer

Some buying situations involve several parties, usually those in a relationship such 
as a family or close friends. The product or service may be for one of the group but the 
decision to buy may be made by another. This is often the case where a parent buys 
items for a child or where an adult does the weekly grocery shopping.

A further complication occurs where the purchase is made by one member of a group 
but where the opinion of another member is a significant influence on the final decision. 
Thus, while it may appear that the adult is making the decision, the teenage child has 
made it very clear that only certain items of clothing will be acceptable. 

Chapter 2: Start With 
Understanding The Buyer
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Customer Satisfaction

Whether it is a repeat purchase or simply a referral to other potential consumers, 
customer satisfaction is a key objective for vendors. Customer satisfaction, in its simplest 
form, is the relationship of perceived performance to expectation. It is anticipated that 
higher satisfaction levels increase customer loyalty, reduce price elasticities, insulate 
market share from competitors, lower transaction costs, reduce failure costs and the 
costs of attracting new customers and improve the firm’s reputation. 

Satisfied customers lead to long term business viability through repeat purchases, 
brand loyalty and word-of-mouth referrals. Satisfaction relates to the entire purchase 
experience and not just to post use reflection. Therefore, attention needs to be given to 
ensuring that all stages of the purchase experience result in positive satisfaction. It can 
be expected that early dissatisfaction can result in a negative intention to purchase. 

Satisfaction and dissatisfaction will exist in varying degrees, therefore highly 
satisfied customers can be expected to display much higher levels of repeat buyer 
intention and a higher level of positive referrals. Those customers who are only satisfied 
or neutral are unlikely to provide strong referrals and their repeat buying intentions 
will be significantly lower. At both extremes, highly satisfied and highly dissatisfied, 
these customers will have a multiplier effect on outcomes. They are much more likely 
to be vocal about their experiences and impact on many potential purchasers – either 
negatively or positively. 

Satisfaction and dissatisfaction can coexist for the same purchase experience. I can 
be dissatisfied with the information available on the product and the service I received 
and yet be delighted by the product in use. My dissatisfaction may lead me to tell others 
of the poor information and service while still saying how good the product is. 

Satisfaction can change over time depending on subsequent personal experience 
with the original and alternative products and with the reported experience of others. 
Positive or negative comments from reference groups such as family or friends may 
also affect post purchase satisfaction. The intensity of satisfaction or dissatisfaction may 
change over time, often depending on the original intensity of the emotional response 
around the time of the original purchase experience. 

Chapter 2: Start With 
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Satisfaction itself may comprise a number of components, some explicit while 
others may be implicit. Some basic characteristics of the product or service are taken 
for granted; it works, it exists, it is safe to use and so on. These are sometimes referred 
to as hygiene factors. Consumers only think of these when they are absent and that can 
lead to serious dissatisfaction. 

At a more practical level, expressed or anticipated performance is what the consumer 
expects and it is against this hurdle that satisfaction is normally measured. At a higher 
level, the surprise or delight in an experience can increase satisfaction but the absence of 
these experiences will not cause dissatisfaction as they were not anticipated or expected. 

Measuring satisfaction in service delivery has additional challenges as there is an 
interaction between service provider and consumer. There is also an aspect of collective 
and individual performance as a single service person can skew the outcome through 
poor performance even if all other staff perform well. 

One methodology for measuring satisfaction in service delivery uses the following 
dimensions of service quality:

• Access means approachability and ease of contact;
• Communication means informing the customers in an understandable way and 

listening to them. It may imply that companies need to use different languages 
to talk to different customer groups (i.e. professional and private customers) in 
explaining what the service comprises, how much various service elements and 
offers cost, and other features of the service;

• Competence means possession of required skills (i.e. organisational and personal) 
and knowledge to perform the service;

• Courtesy comprises politeness, respect, friendliness of the service provider 
personnel;

• Credibility includes trustworthiness and honesty;
• Reliability means that the service is performed with high accuracy and 

thoroughness every time;
• Responsiveness concerns the willingness of employees to provide the service and 

how fast the service is provided;
• Security comprises physical and financial safety and confidentiality;
• Tangibles include all physical products that are involved in service delivery and 

even other customers;

Chapter 2: Start With 
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• Understanding the customer means taking steps to know the customer better, 
learning their specific requirements, providing individual attention and 
recognising regular customers.

As you can see there are many dimensions in delivering a satisfactory experience. 
Just because a restaurant has good food, does not by itself result in a satisfied customer. 
What we have to accept is that satisfaction is a complex feeling made up of inputs 
and experiences across the entire customer experience. It is by understanding the 
components which make up this experience that we can begin to tackle the objective of 
improving the customer experience.

The management of satisfaction by marketing focuses on the gap between expected 
and perceived service. This focus suggests that marketing need to work on both, 
expectations and what is perceived as delivered.

(Source: The integrated Gaps Model of Service Delivery, 
Parasuraman, Zeithami, Berry, 1985)

Chapter 2: Start With 
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If the objective of a marketing program is to gain repeat sales and referral business 
then satisfaction of the current customer is critical. We cannot expect the customer to 
return or to refer us to others unless we provide a satisfactory customer experience, 
certainly one which they are willing to repeat or to recommend. Therefore, understanding 
what creates a satisfied customer is where we need to start our marketing planning.

Adoption Of Innovation

One of the biggest challenges entrepreneurs face is how to introduce a new product, 
service or way of doing business. At the heart of the entrepreneurial endeavor is the 
creation of something which upsets the status quo in the market. In order to carve out a 
place in the market, the entrepreneur will create some new component of value, whether 
this is through an innovation in product, process or business concept. But in doing so, 
they may be entering an environment where the target customer is unfamiliar with the 
product, service or way of doing business. 

Think back to traditional local village or suburban shopping. In our local shopping 
center we had our own butcher, baker, hardware store, hairdresser, doctor, dentist, 
delicatessen and dry goods store. Imagine how things changed with the arrival of the 
supermarket, department store, shopping mall and doctor’s clinics with multiple doctors 
or category killers like Toys R Us and Home Depot or Bunnings. The way we shopped 
and the frequency of shopping changed. However, the take up of the new ways of 
shopping were resisted and were slow to be accepted.

New technology has a similar trend. Often new technologies replace old ways of 
doing things. Think of vinyl records and the introduction of CDs. Film cameras were 
replaced by digital cameras. High definition TVs replaced traditional analogue TV 
technology. 

The marketing difficulty with innovations is that there is no past experience to 
leverage. So unlike the normal buying experience where there are lots of sources of 
information available, when something new comes along, we are on our own. Without 
a reliable source of data on customer experiences, most individuals will shy away from 
buying. For many, the risk of making the wrong decision, wasting their money and 
having a poor experience, causes them to hang back until others have proved the value 
of the innovation. 

Chapter 2: Start With 
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There are others who value trying something new, even at the risk that it may be 
immature, maybe with deficiencies and perhaps with only limited functionality. But 
for them, it is being on the forefront, being one of the early customers and having the 
satisfaction of being a pioneer which excites them. There are those who don’t wish to be 
on the leading edge but are happy to follow relatively quickly once the early few have 
shown the innovation has some value. 

This gradual acceptance of new innovations and the risk profiles and motivations of 
the various customers has been labeled as the ‘Innovation Adoption Curve’.

(Source: http://www.iiiee.lu.se/publication.nsf/$weball/38f5dcb1ca0cb7e9c1256d
9b0044c760/$file/customer%20satisfaction.pdf Accessed 23rd January 2011)

The challenge facing entrepreneurs is that each of these groups has a different way of 
looking at the market. The appropriate message for one group will not work for the next. 
For example, while innovators are keen to explore new innovations, the late majority 
want a solid proven product or service before they are willing to consider buying. 

The closer the new innovation is to the current product or service, the less perceived 
risk faced by the customer. You would expect the market to move quickly through the 
adoption cycle with innovations which are somewhat familiar or obvious in their use. 
We would also expect the perceived risk to be lower with a smaller financial outlay or 
less exposure to criticism from family and friends and peers. 
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From a marketing viewpoint, it is important that we understand how customers 
perceive risk in the innovation and address this in our marketing messages. As we move 
through the adoption curve, we need to adjust the marketing messages to bring in the 
next group. 

Organisational Buyer Behaviour

Organisational buying is very similar to individual buyer behaviour with some 
contextual differences. Organisations buy in furtherance of organizational objectives, 
such as to manufacture and deliver goods and services to members, customers or 
the community. Purchases are ingredients, components or supplies in the conversion 
process, for administrative or operational use or for rental or resale. Organisations serve 
a marketplace and are driven by the needs of their customers, whatever form they take. 

The differences between organizational and individual buying processes are shown 
in the following table:

Buying Step Business to Business Consumer
Problem recognition Anticipates and plans for 

purchase on a routine basis
Reacts to needs 
when they arise

General need description Extensive, objective 
cost-benefit analysis

Limited analysis of 
benefits; concern 
with total cost

Product specification Precise technical 
description using 
techniques such as 
value analysis

Description more in 
terms of benefits

Information/
Supplier search

Extensive search 
that extends to the 
search for supplier

Limited search – 
geographically and 
in terms of sources

Proposal solicitation Formal, such as in a tender 
process if large volumes 
or values involved

May be verbal
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Buying Step Business to Business Consumer
Supplier selection Made after extensive 

evaluation of objective 
information

Limited analysis 
with subjective and 
anecdotal information 
influencing the decision

Order-routine specification Routine calculation of 
re-order points as well as 
time and place of delivery

Not routine

Post-purchase 
performance review

Extensive comparison 
made and feedback given, 
concern with quality 
management at source

Little basis for comparison

(Source: Adapted from “Industrial Buying and Creative Marketing” 
by Patrick J Robinson and Charles W. Faris.)

While organizational buying could be undertaken by one person without consultation, 
this is rare. Most organizations have a responsibility and accountability framework 
which requires some level of scrutiny of purchases, even if this is only for corporate 
financial reporting and tax compliance. Personal, psychological, sociological and 
cultural influences tend to be of much less influence on what is purchased. Much of the 
routinely purchased items are controlled by the conversion process itself and therefore 
their specification needs to be fairly rigid. Only when it comes to large complex or 
irregular purchases are the more formal multi-level and multi-party evaluation processes 
and extensive review procedures involved. 

There is both personal risk and organizational risk involved in organizational buying. 
A purchase which fails to deliver the intended benefits can result in a waste of time and 
money for the organization or in limited situations, create the seeds of major failure 
or loss. Individuals involved in such decisions could suffer loss of face, reputation, 
status, authority or even their jobs. One of the reasons why large purchase decisions are 
shared is to ensure shared responsibility as well as provide checks and balances against 
personal bias. Formal decision processes are also used to minimize risk exposure, 
ensure traceability of decision making, assign responsibility and accountability and 
create separation of duties to prevent fraud and waste. 
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Many large organizational purchases involve consultative selling, that is where the 
buyer and vendor work together to define the problem, identify a solution and work 
together throughout a long process of implementation and support. Because of the 
relationship issues which occur in a long association, trust, integrity, empathy and 
engagement become important factors to consider in the buying decision. 

Organizational buying is heavily influenced by derived demand, that is, demand for 
an end product or for a product or service sold by the buyer’s customers. The demand 
for components by a manufacturer will be dependent on demand coming from their 
customers, the retailers and wholesalers, who in turn are reacting to demand from 
their customers, the consumers. Overall consumer demand may in turn be impacted by 
economic, social, political and technological factors in the environment. 

Organizational buying is often referred to as group buying where a number of 
individuals or groups undertake different roles in the buying process. Often the buying 
process will involve highly technical issues which will require the input of technical 
experts. At the same time, major purchases will involve economic considerations such 
as financing, return on investment, maintenance costs, life cycle consideration and so 
on. Different groups or individuals may play one or more of the following roles:

Users – these are the people who will directly use or consume or require the product 
or service in order to undertake their operational duties.

Influencers – these are individuals or groups who help specify the requirements 
or provide information to help evaluate the alternatives. People who provide technical 
input are usually in this group. 

Buyers – these individuals and groups have the formal authority to select vendors 
and undertake the actual purchase transaction. They may take a major role in the 
negotiations on price and conditions of supply. 

Deciders – These individuals have formal or informal authority to select the final 
supplier. May be the same as Buyers in routine purchases.

Gatekeepers – These individuals informally or formally control the flow of 
information or access to other groups involved in the buying process. 

This structure is not just limited to organizations, we can see similar patterns in 
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family situations where the user, decision maker and influencer are different members 
of the family. Similar elements may exist in peer groups where different peer group 
members have influence on the buyer behaviour. 

A problem with working in a B2B environment for many vendors is the difficulty 
of establishing the members of the different groups and the level of their formal and 
informal involvement. A further problem lies in the manner in which the problem or 
solution specifications are arrived at. If developed too early and with little input from the 
vendor, they could be excluded if they solved the problem in a way different from that 
required through the specification. Another problem may exist where one vendor has a 
special relationship with some of the buying groups and is able to bias the specifications 
towards their solution. 

Buying patterns in habitual purchases and frequent low risk purchases where little 
evaluation is required, follow similar processes as for individuals. These tend to use 
routine procurement practices with little involvement from the vendors prior to the buy 
decision.

Complex, large or infrequent and perceived risky decisions are similar to personal 
buy decisions but as we can see, usually involve many more participants and are usually 
much more formal in process. Organizational decisions are also capable of being of very 
large scale and can involve purchases in the many millions of dollars, take many months 
if not years to transact and can make or break careers and fortunes. Perceived risk can 
be very high and encompass many actors. 

These complex transactions are often in situations where the specification or the 
problem and/or the solution is problematic. In environments where problems are 
dynamic and interact with a developing and changing society and economy and where 
solutions evolve with knowledge and technology, the specifications themselves evolve. 
Often the buyer needs the active support of the vendor to understand the problem or to 
understand the state of possible solutions. 

Solutions themselves may adapt to the problem definition as it is uncovered. Often 
it takes the active support of the vendor to uncover the requirements, especially where 
the vendor has much greater knowledge of the problem environment. Thus, it is not 
unusual for a deep relationship to develop between buyer and vendor as the project 

Chapter 2: Start With 
Understanding The Buyer



38

HIGH GROWTH VENTURES

MARKETING
for

evolves. Trust, integrity, empathy and openness often become key characteristics of the 
final decision process. 

A good portion of organizational buying is controlled or constrained by the economic 
situation. Components, ingredients and supplies must fit with the conversion process 
and with the economic objectives of the final outcome. Some decisions are constrained 
by mandated decision rules which limit the scope of the decision making power of the 
actors, especially prevalent in government procurement. 

Organizational buying is not entirely predictable or entirely rational. Individuals who 
specify requirements or provide technical input, those who search for information and 
others who undertake evaluations will still be influenced by their own past experiences, 
knowledge and training. If a rigorous process of information search and evaluation is 
not undertaken or if there is time pressure to make a decision, then not all vendors will 
be considered or fully evaluated. 

In a complex one-off buying situation, an organization proceeds through a series of 
steps to arrive at the buying process itself. Externally or internally some trigger kicks 
off the process. At this point, some part of the organization defines the issues and seeks 
permission to do something about it. Some individual or department is then given 
responsibility to investigate and recommend action. A budget needs to be assigned and 
the process of establishing the need and investigating possible solutions commenced. 
This process can be complex where multiple organizational units are involved and 
where organizational change is involved. 

Next Steps

Our examination of the individual and organizational buyer behaviour, while limited, 
provides us with a foundation to examine the key issues of buyer expectation and 
buyer experiences. What we will see is that these are critical components in achieving 
customer satisfaction. We also must accept that there is no one accepted theory of buyer 
behaviour, although the major components are well accepted. For our purpose, this 
limited understanding will be sufficient for us to tackle the major challenges in our 
marketing and sales strategies. 
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Chapter 3: What Problem Do You Solve?

“There are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there 
are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know. 
But there are unknown unknowns – the ones we don’t know we don’t know.”

The above statement was made by Donald Rumsfeld, former 
United Secretary of Defense on February 12, 2002

Start with the fundamental purpose of trading  – that is, begin your improvements of 
your marketing strategy by defining the best fit between the customer problem and your 
solution. The greatest impact in this area will come from ensuring that you know what 
the customer wants and the customer knows what you offer.

While this might seem simplistic, it is amazing how many times you see this 
disconnect. Far too often a firm cannot describe what they do, how they do it or who 
they do it for. More specifically, they can’t describe succinctly the problem they solve. 

Let’s be blunt – if you can’t say what problem you solve, then how is the customer 
expected to find you?

Far too often entrepreneurs and their sales staff talk in terms of features and functions, 
accessories and supplements and how they compete. But if you are not technically 
conversant with the particular technology, science or activity they are immersed in, it is 
very easy to end up with your eyes glazed over wondering why you exposed yourself 
to a content dump. 

If we use the known/unknown matrix, you can gain an appreciation for part of the 
problem.
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The Vendors The Customer Marketing Challenge
Known Known They need to find you.
Known Unknown You need to help them understand 

the need/problem they have.
Unknown Known They need to find you and work with you 

to educate you on their problem.
Unknown Unknown They need to be educated and you need to work 

with them to mutually discover a solution.

We can look at this problem from another angle – that of consumer buyer behaviour.  
Using the basic model outlined by Howard J.A and Sheth J.N  ((1969), the Theory of 
Buyer Behavior, New York: John Wiley and Sons)

This model suggests three levels of decision making:

A. Habitual Purchases. 

The	consumer	already	knows	what	they	want,	will	usually	buy	the	same	brand	
or	item	each	time.	They	normally	don’t	evaluate	alternatives.	This	would	be	
a	known:known.	That	 is,	 the	vendor	simply	has	 to	make	the	product	easily	
available	for	the	customer	to	purchase.	This	type	of	buying	behaviour	would	
characterize	most	frequently	acquired	household	items.	

B. Limited Problem Solving. 

In	 this	 situation,	 the	 customer	 has	 some	 knowledge	 about	 the	 products	
and	brands	available	but	would	need	 to	undertake	 some	evaluation	before	
purchase.	This	situation	could	easily	apply	to	known:unknowns.	That	is,	the	
customer	is	not	sure	what	will	solve	their	need	but	the	vendors	known	exactly	
what	will.	The	vendor’s	task	is	to	educate	the	customer	so	they	recognize	that	
the	vendor	can	solve	their	problem.	

On	the	other	hand,	the	customer	might	know	what	would	solve	their	problem	
but	has	to	track	down	the	vendor	which	can	satisfy	the	need.	This	 is	also	a	
situation	where	the	product	or	service	might	need	to	be	adapted	to	suit	the	
customer’s	 requirement.	 This	 can	 be	 complicated	 for	 the	 customer	 as	 the	
vendors	might	not	be	thinking	about	the	type	of	problem	the	customer	has,	or	
might	not	see	their	product	or	service	as	solving	that	type	of	need.	
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C. Extensive Problem Solving. 

This	 type	 of	 problem	 solving	 occurs	when	 the	 customer	 has	 limited	 or	 no	
knowledge	 of	 the	 available	 products	 or	 services	 or	 is	 sometimes	 unclear	
on	how	to	solve	 the	problem	or	need.	 It	also	describes	 the	situation	where	
the	 vendors	 have	 limited	 knowledge	 of	 the	 customer’s	 situation	 and	 they	
need	to	undertake	a	discovery	process	to	uncover	the	need.	Sometimes	this	
latter	 process	 occurs	 while	 the	 customer	 is	 also	 undergoing	 an	 education	
of	what	could	be	done	or	supplied	vs.	what	the	 ideal	solution	might	be	–	 if	
they	could	even	define	what	that	 is.	 	This situation probably fits best into the 
unknown:knowns and unknown:unknowns. 

As you can see, there are a range of possible points of connection with the customer 
and the way in which the customer buys depends on their level of knowledge of the 
possible solutions and their prior experience. The higher their level of prior purchase 
satisfaction, the more likely they are to buy the same product or service again and move 
to a habitual purchase decision process. 

SWITCHING COSTS

The habitual decision process can apply to both frequent and infrequent purchases 
and can often be related directly to perceived risk. The ‘ switching cost’ effect applies 
very well to habitual purchases. 

Switching costs refer to a range of psychological and economic effects of moving 
from one product to another. At its simplest level, it refers to the risk of making a wrong 
decision. So if I buy a different toothpaste and I dislike the flavour and throw it out, I 
have wasted my money. Or I might not dislike it but not like it as much as my prior 
toothpaste thus there is regret in the use of the new product. 

If I decide to search for an alternative to my current product or service, I am switching 
from the known to the unknown. That is, I fully appreciate and have already evaluated 
my current product or service but I will need to gather information and evaluate an 
alternative. The amount of effort and expense I incur in order to undertake a search 
and evaluation process is part of the switching costs. Of course, even after an extensive 
search, there is no assurance that I will find anything better than what I already have. 
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There is also the expense and hassle of moving from one product to another, which 
can be extensive with embedded technology. If I need to have my data converted, my 
staff trained, my processes changed and my way of doing business modified, I am taking 
on a large and disruptive process – maybe even much more extensive than the cost of 
the product or service being purchased. 

On a personal level, moving from one service provider to another can be stressful. 
Individuals tend to stay with the same hairdresser, accountant, financial planner and 
dentist because they know what they are getting and have often invested considerable 
time educating their service provider on what they want or the circumstances and 
environment of their situation.

You can see from this discussion of switching costs just how important it is to be 
able to easily convince the customer of the additional value of switching to you but 
also to find ways to decrease their expense, time and effort and psychological pain of 
switching. 

SATISFICING

Another aspect of buyer behaviour which often applies in the choice of products 
or services is a characteristic called ‘satisficing’. In a range of alternative products or 
services, there may be many functional characteristics or elements of service delivery 
but I may be not need to have an optimum solution or there may be a basic level of 
functionality or service which more than adequately satisfies my requirements. That 
is, I may be satisfied with ‘good enough’ rather than seek to maximize my satisfaction.

Satisficing can often occur where an extensive search is not feasible or even desirable 
or where additional search and evaluation is not expected to yield a result so much 
superior to warrant the additional time and effort. Therefore, I may be satisfied with any 
brand of petrol or any brand of glass cleaner. I may take any mid-size car from the rental 
firm or any airline carrier which gets me to my destination on time. 

Our level of satisficing will differ from time to time and situation to situation. If I am 
in a hurry, I might grab the first product which provides an adequate solution. If I had 
more time, I may make more extensive enquiries as to product features and functions. 
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Satisficing can also apply to products with a complex array of features. Providing I can 
obtain the major functions I want, I may limit my evaluation to just a few. Alternatively, 
given that all products provide an adequate level of functionality, my choice may be 
based on some other dimension such as colour, design, price and so on. 

If satisficing plays a role in our market, we need to ensure that our product or service 
is one of the few being evaluated. 

What Is Our Message?

We have two situations we need to consider in getting our message right. For 
customers who know what they want, they need to find us. For customers who are 
unsure of what they want, we need to help them clarify their needs.

For the customer seeking a solution to a need or problem we can satisfy, we need 
to ensure that they can find us easily. We then want to ensure that we provide the 
information and evaluation environment to ensure that our product or service can be 
readily and easily evaluated and that our quality of fit is easily established. 

We may also need to help educate our customer to recognize the problem or need 
they have and to see us as a potential, if not the best, solution. 

WHAT PROBLEM DO YOU SOLVE?

We need to start with the basics – what problem or need do you solve? What problem 
can you fix? What needs do you have a solution for?

This may seem somewhat simplistic but, of around half the entrepreneurs I ask this 
question, they simply confuse me with their answers. I then end up spending an hour 
asking them questions about their business, customers and products or services until 
I have worked it out. I always use the phase ‘tell it to your mother’ – now does she 
understand what you do? My partner, Katalin always says – ‘tell it to the blond’. She 
is blond and very smart. However, many of the entrepreneurs we meet are involved 
in information or computer technology and the problems they solve are often very 
complex. Still if you can’t explain it to very smart and well educated people who know 
a lot about business, how are you going to explain it to your marketplace?
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You would be surprised how difficult it can be to extract this information from 
the entrepreneur. They talk about features and functions, customers, competitors and 
technology standards and often bore you silly with TLCs (three letter acronyms). I 
simply keep saying – “tell me what problem you solve”.

Once I have worked out what need or problem they solve, I ask them to put the 
answer into one to two sentences. We keep playing with the words until they provide a 
concise and accurate definition of the problem solved. 

Imagine you looked at a website and it said ‘We satisfy our customer needs’. So you 
don’t even know what industry they are in. What about ‘We provide an extensive range 
of services to the insurance industry’. Great – but what type of services? 

What about ‘We provide a range of data collection devices for use with the iPhone’. 
Nice – but what would I use them for?

All too often firms advertise the products they sell or the services they offer but 
neglect to state what the products are used for or what the services deliver as an outcome. 

THE CUSTOMER DEFINES THEIR NEED

You need to put yourself into the customer’s shoes. First let us assume the customer 
knows what problem they have and they are looking for a solution. 

If they have solved the problem in the past with a satisfactory result, the chances are 
that they will buy the same product or service again. Their decision will most likely be 
determined partly by switching cost and partly through satisficing. 

If they are interested in trying something new or are unfamiliar with the range of 
possible products and/or services which could satisfy their need, they will start a search 
for information. 

Customers have a range of information searching strategies open to them. They can 
seek out a person or firm they know who has already solved the problem and ask their 
advice and get an opinion as to the success of their purchase. Depending on the trust 
they place in their opinion, this may be sufficient to make a decision.
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They can search for others who have solved the problem. With the availability of the 
internet it is not difficult to find stories in blogs, chatrooms, articles, videos and social 
network sites about individuals and firms who have experienced the same problems 
and have experiences with different products or services. Their experiences are likely 
to be varied but through this process the customer becomes better informed about key 
issues of product functionality or service delivery which they need to take into account. 
At some point in the search for information, the customer will come across names of 
products or vendors which might be able to satisfy their requirement.

Some vendors may have information on their websites or social media sites which 
provide meaningful information to the customer. However, often vendors talk in terms 
of products and features and not solutions so the customer has to first identify from 
some other source that the product or service is appropriate for their needs. 

Even where a specific vendor has been identified, the customer may wish to 
confirm that the vendor’s products or services can satisfy the requirement. Before 
actually connecting with the vendor or seeing the actual product, they might search for 
information on the vendor. If they are then confused, irritated, or exhausted in trying 
to work out whether that vendor can satisfy their requirements, they may well abandon 
the search for information on that vendor and try another. Remember that customers 
often have a low tolerance level for search time if they are not getting some positive 
reinforcement for their effort.

This leads us back to the fundamental requirement of clearly specifying what problem 
you solve. It clarifies what you do and don’t do. It allows your current customers to 
more clearly explain what solution you have provided to them. It allows the customer to 
find you more quickly in a search and it more easily confirms that you can satisfy their 
requirement. 

What you are doing is reducing the time from need recognition to identifying a 
solution. This is a critical factor in reducing the overall sales cycle time and improving 
your lead qualification levels. It also ensures that more customers who have a need you 
can satisfy can find you.
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You need to confirm that you have the message right. 

• What problem does your customer have?
• What need are they addressing?
• What would happen if they did not solve the problem?
• What are the benefits to the customer of finding the right solution?
• What is creating the problem for the customer?
• What would take the source of the problem away? (functions, features, activities 

– not products).

Confirm your understanding of the problem or need by revisiting the purchase 
decisions made by your existing customers. Ask them these questions. What level of 
understanding did you have of their problems or needs when you made the original sale?

Review the various sources of information which your customer might access to see 
what messages they are receiving. Is the information accurate about what you do and 
what problem you solve?

Review the social network sites to see what is being said about your products and 
services? Is what is being said about you a reasonable reflection of what you think you 
are doing?

Have a look at your own marketing material and website content. Would the customer 
recognize from quickly looking at your material that you might be able to solve their 
problem?

We have two scenarios to deal with. The customer seeking a solution and the vendor 
looking for customers. When the customer is looking for a solution, they will only find 
the vendor easily if the vendor is able to communicate to the customer in a manner that 
demonstrates to the customer that the vendor has a solution to their problem. This means 
we have to know how customers express their need and search for solutions. We then 
have to ensure we can be readily found using that methodology. If we are using different 
words, descriptors, phrases and attributes to describe what we do, we simply won’t ever 
get on the radar of the customer.

If we now look at this from the vendor perspective, how do they seek out customers? 
Vendors are using many forms of marketing communications to state what they do, and 
often what they don’t do. The advertisements, brochures, newsletters, forums, websites 

Chapter 3: What Problem 
Do You Solve?



48

HIGH GROWTH VENTURES

MARKETING
for

and social networking content will contain descriptors, attributes and characteristics 
of the products and services sold, but if these are not stated in terms of the solution 
characteristics used by the customers, they will be ineffective. In effect, we have ships 
passing in the night.

Unfortunately, many vendors speak a different language to the customer and a match 
does not easily occur.

Example: Ceramic Tile Cleaner

We have several rooms with high gloss ceramic white tiles. When the humidity 
is high, we can see shoe prints and bare foot prints. We tried rubbing them 
off, using a steam cleaner and various polishing solutions. Nothing we tried 
really worked. We searched through the internet sites and blogs looking for a 
solution but the search only returned solutions for tile and grout cleaners. 

I did find one site which had answers to the question of ‘bare foot prints’ but the 
answers looked like guess work rather than tried solutions. We had also tried 
all the suggested solutions but these were not practical on such a large scale.

We decided to visit a local retailer which specialized in floor cleaning equipment. 
We expressed an interest in buying a steam cleaner which we thought was a 
reasonable solution but by no means prefect. Rather than process the sale, 
the salesperson asked us to describe our problem. He immediately stated 
that only one product was designed to solve the problem – the ‘ Hoover 
floor2floor’ cleaner. He offered a demonstration which he did on a hard vinyl 
floor. It looked OK but we said we had glossy tiles rather than vinyl. 

He offered to lend us a demonstration machine to try on our own floors. 
We took up the offer and used it the same day with excellent results – a 
clear glossy surface with no imprints on it. Next day, we purchased 
a new machine and have been very satisfied with the result.

However, in searching for a solution, I was not able to find a creditable 
source of information using a variety of descriptions of the problem. 
Since buying the floor2floor equipment, I have searched for product 
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information on that specific machine to see if I missed anything in my 
earlier search but still could not find anything associated with that 
equipment to link my problem to the Hoover floor2floor cleaner. 

This example demonstrates the importance of providing information in the language 
of the customer. Specifications, technical features, user manuals and so on which fail to 
identify the problems being experienced are unlikely to provide the information needed 
by the customer to find the right solution or the right vendor. 

Basically, you often have a situation where there are clearly defined needs in the 
community and you, the vendor, have a good solution but you miss each other for a 
variety of reasons.  Most vendors suffer from this problem. While it is hard to find and 
interview the customer who failed to find you, you can start your investigation with 
those who did.

• What words do they use to express their problem?
• Where did they search and what were they looking for in that search?
• What did they find and how did they evaluate the information?
• When they asked others for a solution, how did they express the problem and 

what information were they given?
• How did they find you?
• When they described what they wanted, what words, phases, descriptions did 

they use?
• How well does your marketing content match with the problem descriptions used 

by your customers?
• If you conduct an internet search using the problem descriptions used by the 

customer, do you appear as a solution provider?

THE CUSTOMER IS UNABLE TO SPECIFY THE SOLUTION

The easiest marketing problem to solve occurs where the customer knows what they 
want and the vendor recognizes the need or problem and has a clear solution. Providing 
the customer and vendor communicate using the same problem characteristics, a match 
can readily occur. But what happens when the customer is unclear of what solution they 
need or they are unable to clearly define their problem in terms which readily match to 
a vendor solution. 
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The customer may have some unsatisfactory situation and be seeking help to 
understand the problem or find a solution. Alternatively, the customer may be unaware 
they have a problem until something happens to expose it. 

The customer may have a vague definition of a problem but no obvious solutions. 
The customer has to undertake more information searching to define the problem and/
or find a possible solution. More often than not they are describing symptoms of the 
problem rather than a detailed description of the underlying causes. It is not uncommon 
for a customer to be aware of some level of dissatisfaction but not know where to go for 
a solution or not know what solution would be appropriate. 

There are times when the customer knows a situation is not right but doesn’t know 
what the problem is. They have a feeling about the situation but can’t put their finger 
on the problem. Or sometimes they see the symptoms but don’t know the cause. Sales 
are down, inventories are too high, sales conversions are low, employee satisfaction is 
down and so on. They are not sure where to look for the source of the problems and 
certainly are far from seeking solutions. 

Almost without exception, the problem, as they define it, will fall into some broad 
category of problems. It is a medical condition, a building design problem, a business 
issue and so on. This at least focuses the sector in which a solution is likely to be found. 

Since there is no obvious match, the vendor needs to be able to catch the eye of the 
customer using a wide net of problem descriptions and attributes. The vendor needs 
to provide information on symptoms, ratios, benchmarks, characteristics or attributes 
which are attributed to the underlying problem. Using these descriptors, the customer, 
hopefully, will find a list of possible vendors. 

Vendors often provide diagnostics or tools to assist customers to specify their 
problems. While they may start by using different language, the advantage of the 
diagnostic is that it provides a common language with which both can communicate. 
The vendor can then identify those situations where they have a solution.

This process of discovery should result in the customer finding a number of vendors 
who recognize the problem attributes. From this initial information, the vendor will 
work with the customer to solicit more relevant information, undertake testing and use 
diagnostic tools and surveys to zero in on the underlying problem. At this point, the 
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vendor will be able to provide the customer with a more detailed specification of the 
product or service required to solve the problem in order for the customer to make the 
decision to purchase or not. 

It may be that the customer is unable to precisely identify the problem until 
after some level of consultation with the vendor or service provider. Many personal 
professional services are in this category. Doctors normally carry out some form of 
diagnosis before they determine a problem. An accountant might collect data on the 
activity before recommending a solution. An engineer might conduct tests on a structure 
before suggesting remedial work. 

The process of determining need might be an interactive one. The vendor uses a set 
of diagnostic tools or questions to elicit information which includes or excludes possible 
solutions. The interim steps themselves might involve the supply of products or services 
to resolve short term problems or to elicit more information. 

These situations are really problems of communication. Those vendors who 
understand how to describe their solutions in terms of symptoms, characteristics and 
attributes are more likely to attract customers. Those who provide descriptions of the 
diagnostic process they use to discover underlying problems are more likely to find a 
receptive customer. 

PROBLEM RECOGNITION

Strange as it may seem, customers don’t always know they have a problem or a need. 
That is, at least, they have yet to be aware they have a problem or need or are unwilling 
to acknowledge it. Sometimes this is a genuine lack of knowledge and at other times it 
is simply a dormant problem waiting to surface.  

There are many situations where an individual or firm is not aware of a problem they 
need to fix. For example, customers are not always aware when regulations change, 
technologies have changed or that harsh weather or natural disasters may have caused 
hidden damage to structures. Often we are not aware of medical problems we have until 
we undergo a diagnostic test or a regular physical checkup.  

Then there are times when a need is only recognized when prompted by a feeling, 
observation, heard message, read content or smell. So for example, we may not realize 
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we want a coffee until we pass a coffee shop or find out we need a new tire until we see 
how low the pressure is. We pass a hairdresser and see in the mirror that we need a cut 
or overhear an advertisement for a new car and remember that we really should book 
our car in for a service. 

Those situations where the trigger clearly identifies the problem and the link between 
need and solution are well understood, is a relatively easy one for the customer to solve. 
This is also a situation where the vendor has a well stated and clearly defined solution to 
the identified problem of the customer. The task of the vendor is to put the trigger in the 
right place with the right content so that the customer recognizes the problem. 

Problem recognition is often caused by recognizing the difference between an ideal 
state and the current experience. A benchmarking program which shows your inventory 
turn is twice the industry average or your debtors days are 10 days longer than the 
average, would identify a potential problem. If your car was experiencing 3 km/lt and 
the normal performance was 6, you would recognize a need for an inspection.

• What information seen by the customer would lead them directly to identify a 
problem?

• What keywords would a customer be using to describe their problems?
• What metrics can we offer to define the ideal and average experience of our target 

situation?
• What ratios, benchmarks, characteristics or symptoms can we use to assist 

customers to recognize problems?
• How can we help our customers better define their problems?
• What diagnostic tools, surveys and questionnaires can we provide to assist our 

customers uncover problems?
• Where would we present these for a customer to see them?
• How could we present our solution relative to the problem identified? 

In situations where the customer is unsure of the final solution and the vendor is 
uncertain as to which solution to apply, the customer is very exposed to buying products 
or services which may not solve their problem. In these situations, the process used 
by the vendor to assist the customer to uncover the problem is critical in establishing 
credibility in the eyes of the customer. The efficiency with which the vendor uncovers 
the ultimate solution will greatly influence the satisfaction of the customer and ultimately 
their willingness to refer the vendor to another potential customer. 

Chapter 3: What Problem 
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• How can we more efficiently assist the customer to uncover the underlying 
problem and then provide an appropriate solution?

• How can we reduce the exposure or risk to the customer as they uncover their 
requirements?

• How can we efficiently identify those situations where we can be of assistance 
and those where we would be forced to withdraw upon discovering that we could 
not help with a final solution?

Getting The Message Right

You can’t blame the customer if they end up with a solution which is not as good as 
yours or decide to buy a competitor product when yours has equal benefits. Basically, it 
is the vendor’s responsibility to put themselves in front of the customer and do so in a 
way which makes it easy for the customer to select them as the preferred solution.

Too often the vendor focuses on features and functions and forgets that this is not 
what the customer is thinking of when they have a problem. Customers think in terms of 
problems, sometimes only in symptoms or attributes of the problem, not knowing what 
the real problem is. They think about solutions not brands or products. It is the task of 
the vendor to meet customers where they are and not to expect the customer to work 
through a maze of information to find the vendor.

Getting the message right is more than telling the market about your product and how 
great it is, which is what many vendors do through their website and their marketing 
collateral. They need to talk in terms of problems and solutions, using the words of the 
customer. If the customer can’t find you, you cannot be the vendor of choice. 

Chapter 3: What Problem 
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Chapter 4: What Is Your Message?

If you think about the communication problem with potential customers, if we send 
out the wrong message, there is no reason to assume they will ever want to buy from 
us. We also have to put the right message in the right places in order to engage with our 
future customer. 

Our first task is to get in front of them. If we don’t enter the conversation, we don’t 
get to play in the decision making process. Therefore, the customer with the identified 
need has to find us in their information search. Alternatively, if we want to trigger the 
need, they somehow need to recognize that we have the potential solution when we 
come into their space. Having the right message is fundamental to the sales process.

Who Is My Customer?

From what we know of growth drivers in business, it is very hard to gain traction in 
a marketplace if you have a wide variety of customers with different needs all buying 
the same product or service. Also, given that different customers see their problems or 
needs differently or use the product or service in a different context, it is very hard to 
relate one customer experience to another. 

Even so, there should be an agreement within the firm and with the external market 
as to who your target customer is. If you don’t know who your customer is then it is very 
hard to target them with the right message. 

From a marketing perspective I want to know who they are, what their characteristics 
are, where they shop, why they buy, what triggers their purchase and what messages 
resonate with them. The more I know about my customer and their needs, the more 
targeted my messages can be. Also it allows me to direct my resources towards the best 
customers and not waste time and effort on those who are unlikely to buy. 

Even with the same product, there may well be several applications for use and 
several different customer experiences. In that situation, it pays to group these so that a 
subset can be clearly defined and targeted. You can also decide which subgroups provide 
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the best return for the effort expended to reach them. Separate websites could be used 
to better target the subgroups. 

Many entrepreneurs I talk to cannot define their ideal customer. They have a 
description of their customer but when you dig deeper, you find it is too broad to be 
useful. Think of these:

‘We provide web development services to SME firms’
‘We recruit senior management executives for large corporations’
‘We develop technology for the aerospace industry’
‘We provide productivity tools for professional services firms’

But who is the customer and what do you do for them?

I like to challenge entrepreneurs with these questions:

• What type of customer would derive the maximum benefit from your products 
or services?

• Where do you have the best fit?
• When do you get the highest referrals?
• What type of customer makes the quickest decision to choose your product or 

service relative to your competitors?
• Where do you face the least resistance to the sale?

Sometimes there will be many potential customers but what we are seeking is the 
set of customers who derive the greatest benefit, are willing to pay the highest price or 
have the best fit. These are the customers where you will most likely have the greatest 
success. Also, it often demonstrates where you have the highest competitive advantage.

Example – complex equipment supply and installation

I spent several days with a firm in the USA working with their senior management 
on a growth strategy. Initially, I had a real struggle to understand what they did 
as it seemed they did many things for many different types of customers. The 
range of equipment they supplied often varied and the size of the project went 
from a single piece of equipment to a large-scale, integrated set of equipment. 

At one point, I was asked to look over a prospect list which had over 1,000 
customer names. As the list was scrolled down, I asked the marketing director 
to estimate the probability of being successful. The success rate varied from 
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5% to 90%. After I had seen several of the 90% type, I asked them to describe, 
in detail, the common characteristics of the high probability prospects. 

What transpired was enlightening, mostly to them. These prospects 
all required a fully integrated set of equipment. These jobs were 
complex and expensive but few competitors could deliver on this type 
of project. At the 5% end, there were lots of competitors and this firm 
had little to offer which could not be delivered by the competitors.

There were over 200 of the complex jobs in the list but it transpired 
that they only implemented about 20 of these per year. They had over 
10 years of prospects in a situation where they had a 90% chance of 
closing the sale. I recommended that they discard the others, tighten 
up on their prospect definition and stick to the complex jobs. 

What was missing was a very clear definition of the ideal customer. Just imagine how 
much wasted resources were going into marketing and sales efforts for low probability 
prospects. 

With a better definition of the ideal customer – what would they need to do to work 
this definition across the entire firm so that everyone knew what the ideal customer 
looked like, what they purchased and what problem they were solving? 

The problem of customer definition is often confused across a firm. If you ask 
multiple people across a firm to describe the ‘ideal customer’, you will be surprised 
how different the answers are. Even if you undertake the same exercise within the sales 
and marketing staff, you will almost certainly not gain a consensus. Clearly, if you don’t 
have agreement within your own business about what an ideal customer description 
is, then it is most likely that many of the interactions you are having externally will be 
misdirected. If the same people are preparing marketing and sales content or presenting 
to prospects, you will be dissipating energy chasing the less than ideal customer. 

You might wish to undertake the same exercise with your suppliers, strategic partners 
and your professional advisors just to see how well the external world perceives your 
business. All these parties will in some way be promoting your products and services. If 
they have it wrong, they are directing a less than ideal customer to your door. 

Chapter 4: What Is 
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Clearly you want to attract the right customer. If you define the problem you solve 
correctly and target the right customer, your conversion of leads to sales will increase 
dramatically. It also informs your development strategy so that innovations you are 
working on have the highest chance of improving your market position with your ideal 
customer sector.

Using Reference Groups and Referrals

We all tend to relate to people just like us. So when we buy a product or service, we 
are much more likely to be influenced by someone similar to us or someone who has a 
similar situation with which they are dealing. 

Example – personal trainer

If I am retired, I would much rather have a personal trainer my own age who 
has a set of clients around my own age. In the mind of the customer, they 
might find it hard to believe that a young personal trainer could appreciate 
the aches and pains of the older person or that suddenly doing repetitions 
with weights is more likely to end in tendonitis than larger muscles.

Example – inventory control

As a specialty chemical manufacturer, I would have little faith in an 
inventory control system installed in a retail environment as I would see 
my requirements differently – whether in practice they were or not. 

Example – stain remover

The fact that an all purpose cleaner removes stains off carpet may 
not convince me that it would remove stains off cement.

Example – first apartment 

An apartment designed for a young couple may suit an older couple 
but they are more likely to be put off by the description.

Chapter 4: What Is 
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Referrals reduce risk perceptions on the part of the customer. The more I can be 
convinced that people who are like me, or firms like mine, value the product, the more 
likely I am to rate the product higher in my evaluation. 

I need to aggressively use ideal customer descriptions in my marketing so that an 
information search results in a prospect finding a customer profile which fits them. If 
this can then be supported by testimonials, case studies and user stories, the impact will 
be even better. At the same time, we need to recognize that the lack of information on 
a specific type of user will reduce that group’s interest. Remember, what you are doing 
is setting expectations. If the result of the customer search is that a belief is created that 
‘this will work for me’, this can be a very successful self screening technique. 

Referral selling can be passive or proactive. By providing information which can 
be found in a customer search, I am making it easy for the customer to find products or 
services which are likely to meet their requirements. Examples of your ideal customer 
who received great outcomes is what is required and these need to be put in places 
where the typical customer can find them, whether that is on facebook, your website, 
blogs or in your marketing material. 

The proactive referral approach is to take the information to the prospect. That is, 
you need to have a campaign which gets in front of the prospect. To do this you need 
to have an understanding of his or her referral groups, what they read, where they shop 
and what their interests might be. The message needs to be ‘people like you or firms like 
yours use our product or services to solve the following problem or need’. 

We should never neglect the fact that the customer is likely to tell others in their 
referral group of their experience – good or bad. Where trust is high within the referral 
group – whether it be family, friends, members of an association or people working 
in the same activity or sector, this is a strong referral. Others interested in solving the 
same problem or who have the same need will take note of the information and will use 
this in their own evaluation. A strong positive referral can significantly reduce search 
time for a customer especially where satisficing is the objective. This is perhaps the 
most powerful marketing tool in your armory and certainly more cost effective than 
marketing campaigns.  

The key to getting the right message to the right customer is to have both the right 
message and understand clearly who the ideal customer is. 

Chapter 4: What Is 
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Who Are We?

A logical extension to the issue of what problem we solve and who is our ideal 
customer is the question of ‘Who are we?’ That is, not only what do we say we do but 
how do others perceive what we do?

If you are a one product or one service firm, your identity should closely parallel 
what you supply. That is, your identity should clearly convey information about the 
product or service you sell.

If you have a range of products and services, you need to find a way of grouping 
them under some umbrella name so that there is a direct relationship between the firm’s 
name and the products or services which it sells. 

THE NAME OF THE FIRM

Many would argue that the firm’s name is akin to a brand and that the name itself can 
be used like a brand to convey information about the firm. While there is no question 
that this can work for established companies with well positioned products or services, 
it is hard to imagine that this could work for an emerging firm.

So for example; there is little question as to the identity of the following; IBM, HP, 
BP, 3M, Shell, GE, AIG and so on. But try doing that with an early stage firm; AC, GH, 
BDG, PC. I think ‘lost in translation’ would apply.

You need to put yourself into the position of the customer and reflect on the meaning 
of your firm’s name. What do the following convey:

• Adamson Bros.
• G. H. Salmon Pty Ltd. 
• Ray Technologies.
• Aftercare Precision Services.
• Foster & Foster.

Basically – complete confusion. They could be anything, although you would guess 
some are professional services and others are trade related or manufacturing. The more 
information we can convey in the firm name, the easier it is for customers to relate to 
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what you sell. Your name is conveying information, whether you recognize that or not. 
A poorly chosen name can simply confuse the customer. If they neglect to follow up on 
an enquiry because they assumed you did something else, you have lost an opportunity 
to sell.

YOUR TAG LINE

We don’t have a lot of freedom with the company name as it generally needs to be 
short, however, we can convey a lot with the tag line.

The tag line is often more critical than the firm name as you have more words to work 
with and a lot of discretion as to what you say. It should convey enough information for 
the customer to recognize that you are in the general area within which they are seeking 
a solution. So for example:

• Specialists in sport injury litigation.
• Plumbing supplies.
• High speed detection cameras for security applications.
• Web development for professional services firms. 

The more definitive you make the tag line, the more likely customers will identify 
you with their need. This is also where you can easily identify both the ideal customer 
and the solution you provide. 

• Executive recruitment services for the banking sector. 
• Pumps for the mining industry. 
• Project management for large, complex, offshore drilling platforms.
• Cleaning products and equipment for the commercial cleaning sector.

You need to put yourself into the shoes of the customer where their search has 
generated an endless list of possible suppliers. What message are you conveying with 
your name and tagline? Remember, the customer is trying to reduce the risk of selecting 
the wrong vendor, attempting to reduce their evaluation time and wanting to connect to 
a firm which will understand their problems.

As a customer, I really don’t want to have an endless round of discussions explaining 
my problem. What I really want to do is to talk to someone who says ‘ I understand 
exactly what the problem is and you have come to the experts. But you have to be 
selected in the first place to even have the chance of having that conversation. If you 
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are passed over because you don’t seem to have the right solution or if others are in 
the queue ahead of you because they have conveyed the right message, then you have 
missed a sale opportunity.

YOUR VISION

Your next opportunity to convey who you are and what you do is your vision/mission. 
We might all argue about the meaning of each but essentially this is the major statement 
of who you are and what you do. It should be the response to the question, ’What do you 
do?’ Lets call this the vision for sake of discussion.

The vision is your opportunity to convey who you are, what you do and who your 
target customer is in a few sentences. 

I have spent endless hours over many years with hundreds of entrepreneurs working 
on their vision statement. Why? Generally because they are really bad at putting a 
succinct statement together which conveys, in non technical terms, what they do. But, 
when you think about it – this is the key message. I don’t want you to dump on me for 
an hour telling me what you do. I want to make a quick decision whether to spend more 
time with you. I want to know quickly – are you likely to be able to solve my problem 
or not? If not – let me move on and find someone who can.

This may seem a little brutal but this is how it works. Try standing on an exhibition 
stand for a few days and watch what happens. The successful stands have a way of 
quickly conveying what they do and for whom. They spend their time with the right 
prospects and don’t waste their time with those passing individuals where they can’t 
offer a good solution. 

On an exhibition stand the most frequent question you will get is ‘What do you do?’ 
You have, at best, about 20 seconds to give an answer before they decide to stay or move 
on. You need to have a very crisp message to ensure you capture the best prospects and 
turn away those who would waste your time. 

Of course, the information of who you are, what you do and who you do it for should 
be prominently displayed. With good signage, the person who stops and asks question 
is already somewhat qualified. 
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So it all comes back to name, tag and vision. With these three elements of 
communication you need to establish credibility in the eyes of the potential customer. 

PRINTED MATTER

Every document you send out or give out and every webpage you host conveys a 
message about who you are and what you do. In most cases, the customer has to guess 
because this information is missing. I am always surprised at how little care is taken 
with business cards, letter heads, invoices, receipts, purchase orders, emails, reports, 
webpage and so on, as to how poorly firm’s communicate their messages.

We should be taking the opportunity in everything we send out to convey who we 
are and what we do. This not only provides a reference source to the recipient but it is a 
reminder to everyone you communicate with. 

If you want to conduct a simple experiment, give out your business card to a group of 
people who are unfamiliar with your role or your firm. Now ask them to describe what 
you do and what your firm does. You will be amazed at how poorly the average business 
card communicates information about your firm.

Think of all those business cards which have been handed out at network meetings, 
social events, conferences and exhibitions. If the recipient picked one up 3 to 6 months 
later, they are often unable to remember who gave them the card. Can they work out 
why they kept it? Would they be able to state when they should contact you? Can they 
ascertain what your firm does and who their customers are?

What we need to ensure is that the information we disseminate, in whatever form, 
supports our messages, otherwise we waste a valuable marketing opportunity.

The Brand Message

When it comes to problem solving, the customer is at the highest level of discomfort 
when the product they purchased previously is no longer available. Perhaps the product 
or service is no longer available, the vendor no longer exists or the situation in which 
the problem exists has changed due to external or internal factors. 

Chapter 4: What Is 
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You can see this situation all the time. Technology develops and now the old TV 
won’t work with the new DVD player, your iPod or the internet. The portable clock 
won’t take the normal AAA batteries or the new low energy light fittings require a 
different interface. Similarly, new building regulations now require new forms of 
material or new standards of fire resistance, energy use or natural disaster resistance. 

For habitual, low value and low risk purchases, a popular brand is usually purchased 
given that the economic and performance risks are likely to be low. However, as 
the value of the purchase increases, the financial risk of making the wrong decision 
increases. When I purchase something new I also have the possible risk of the purchase 
not solving the problem, not performing as I had hoped and my peer group or social 
circle may not approve of my purchase.  

Faced with a choice of products, all of which purport to satisfy the need, the customer 
may well use a set of decision heuristics to remove some of the alternatives. If my time 
to make a decision was short or my capability of understanding complex information 
related to specifications or functionality was limited, then I might resort to a simple 
decision rule to help reduce the number of alternatives on offer. 

In situations where the customer needs to make a decision but is unable to comprehend 
all the information provided, the brand can play a decisive role. This is especially true 
where little independent reference information is available.

Vendors use brands to convey value information about the underlying branded 
products. Sometimes the band name will convey information itself, but mostly the 
vendor builds a reputation around the brand to provide a consistent message about 
some underlying characteristics of the product. The brand is often referred to as the 
‘personality’ of the product. The brand message or brand ‘promise’ tries to convey 
quality and/or image information or to associate the brand with a specific class of users, 
type of problem, quality level or availability. 

The brand message is really aimed at the target customer rather than the general 
public. The aim is to educate the target customer on the values and attributes which the 
customer can expect from the branded product. In the longer term, the reputation of the 
brand will be supported by the consistency with which the target audience embraces and 
then supports the brand image. 
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The brand image and message take time to establish. A new brand from a new vendor 
has little meaning in the eyes of the customer. Also, a brand applied to a product or 
service which has obvious functionality is of little value. It is where the outcomes are 
not obvious, risky or intrinsic that brand becomes an important information source. 
However, a brand with no history really has no image or message, except of course 
that the brand message cannot be validated. Over time, as evidence accumulates and 
satisfied users support the brand message, the credibility of the brand increases.

Branding becomes most critical when an established vendor introduces a new product 
or service. The new product or service cannot be validated by historical performance, 
therefore, the customer needs additional information to evaluate it. When an established 
brand is applied to a new product or service, this increases the information available to 
the customer.  

The choice of values or attributes for the brand will be critical for brand reputation. 
Unless the products or services under the brand are ‘true’ to the brand values, the brand 
will only lead to negative customer reactions rather than positive ones. Poor performance 
of a single product against the brand image can contaminate other products or services 
in the same brand family. Rebuilding the image can be a long and expensive process 
when damage has occurred. 

Strong brands which are known to the customer and convey the attributes which the 
customer seeks can dramatically impact on choice. Depending on the level of financial, 
performance, physical, psychological and social risk perceived by the customer, a brand 
may play to one or all of these elements. To the extent that a brand satisfies all, the 
decision process may quickly exclude other products or services where these elements 
are uncertain or have poor anticipated satisfaction levels. 

In a choice decision, known brands which best fit the desired outcome sought, will be 
preferred. This presents a hurdle to new brands which have yet to establish a reputation, 
even if they might present a superior solution. In the absence of creditable performance 
information, at least in the eyes of the customer, these new brand products will struggle 
against the incumbent.

New products attempt to avoid this trap by demonstrating new functions, features 
or price points, that is, competing on some new dimension. They might disrupt the 
buying process with a special offer, a trial or by introducing some new information 
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which cannot be easily assigned to the established brands. Basically, if you change what 
the customer sees as the problem, you can impact the solution set being considered. 
Alternatively, new brands seek out those customers who are curious or willing to try 
something new, satisfying a different attribute of customer experience. 

Brand can also be extended to place of purchase. I may be more willing to purchase 
an item from a store which has reputation in a specific field than from a store which 
does not. An expensive item with an unknown brand offered by a reputable boutique 
fashion store may be more acceptable than one offered by the local department store. 
An expensive range of stereo equipment sold by the local hifi specialist may be more 
acceptable than one offered at the local electronics retailer. I may prefer to go to the 
local camera shop for a specialist camera than buy one from the duty free shop. 

Review Your Messages

Most entrepreneurial firms fall down on the job when it comes to communicating 
to their target customers. They are often too close to the products or services they offer 
to see that customers may not think in the same terms they do. They often have great 
trouble moving away from features and functions to talk in terms of problems and 
solutions. But, if you want customers to find you, then you need to communicate in 
their words not your own.

When it comes to defining what problem we solve and who we solve it for, most 
firms have very inadequate descriptions. When you consider that this lack of clarity 
permeates throughout their marketing literature, it is sometimes surprising that any 
customers find them at all. 

It is not difficult to produce crisp, easy to understand, descriptions of who you are, 
what you do and who you do it for. These elements of marketing communications are 
fundamental to customers finding you and you finding customers. Check that your firm 
name, tag line, mission and brands all support the right message. Once you have these 
nailed down and validated by your customers, you need to ensure that all communications 
which leave your firm convey this information. 

Chapter 4: What Is 
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Chapter 5: Understand Your Customer’s 
Expectations

One of the things we have to deal with in selling is to match what our customers 
expect from us with what we are able to deliver to them in the product and service 
experience. Their satisfaction is directly related to what they expect not any absolute 
measure of what we provide. Thus, understanding how expectations are set and how we 
can set expectations is a critical role of marketing.

What we forget is that the customer comes to the purchase decision with an 
expectation of what they are going to buy. In many cases, the expectation will have 
been set long before the vendor became involved, if indeed they are involved in the 
pre-purchase process at all. The customer will have based their expectation on prior 
experience, opinions from friends and family and work colleagues, reading articles and 
blogs and various sites with internet user experiences. 

At this point in their buying process, the vendor may not be involved. The expectations 
are being set by forces over which the vendor has little control. 

The vendor can influence the expectations if they have direct contact with the 
customer. If the customer has read marketing and technical literature from the vendor, 
seen or tried the product in a demonstration environment or had a discussion with a sales 
or sales support person, the vendor will have direct input into setting expectations. Of 
course, during this engagement, the vendor does have the opportunity of presenting a 
different picture of the outcome and helping to set the expectation at a level which suits 
the vendor.

But at some point in the buying process, the customer will have come to an 
understanding of what they expect to receive from their purchase. Having selected the 
vendor, it is now up to the vendor how they perform the service required. For many 
vendors, at that point, the marketing slogan ‘exceed your customers expectations’ kicks 
in.  While this may result in a delighted customer, the real question must be  – What do 
you want the customer’s expectation to be?

Whatever happens, the customer will relay their experience to others, so you have 
to be very careful of the implied message you deliver with your product and customer 
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service experience. If you raise the bar – that is what will be expected. 

What you really should be striving for is consistency and predictability. You want 
your existing customers to be able to give a referral on something which will correctly 
set new customer expectations. You also want your existing customers to know they will 
receive what they expect when they repurchase.  

Exceed Their Expectations

The worst marketing slogan of the 20th Century has to be ‘Exceed Your Customers’ 
Expectations”. I think this did more damage to a large number of firms than any other 
marketing program. Let me explain why with some simple examples.

Example – The Restaurant

You sit down at your favourite restaurant and the waiter brings out a little pre-
dinner treat – compliments of the Chef. You are delighted. This happens the next 
two times you go to the restaurant and you are so pleased you have told all your 
friends. The next time you go, however, no treat. You ask about its absence and are 
told the restaurant has stopped serving them. You are very disappointed having 
come to EXPECT it. While you may have an excellent meal and experience that 
night, you still go away somewhat deflated having missed out on something you 
now had come to expect. In a small way, the restaurant has declined in your 
estimation – perhaps even gone backwards from before they served the first treat.

Example – Help Desk

Your software supplier ranks help requests according to the level of severity 
of the problem. Urgent problems are returned within an hour but less urgent 
problems are more likely to take 24 hours. However, in your recent experience, 
all your requests are being dealt with within 2 hours. Because of this, you have 
adjusted your own behaviour to report problems on the expectation that you 
will have a resolution within 2 hours. Suddenly, your less urgent requests are 
taking 20 – 24 hours. You now find that your work is being impacted and so you 
phone the vendor for an explanation. They report that they were in a transition 
phase to a new product and had surplus help desk staff and so put them to work 
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on less urgent requests. Business is back to normal and now the less urgent 
requests are taking longer to resolve. You understand but you are not happy 
– why – because you had become accustomed to a higher level of service. 

Example – Services discounts

In order to promote business, your local recruitment firm is aggressively seeking 
business and is offering a 10% discount from their normal fees to new customers. 
This program is in place for about three months and then the discount is removed. 
New customers argue to keep it in place since you were more than happy to take 
the business at the discounted rate. Your old customers by this time have also 
found out about the discount and are asking for it to be applied to their business 
as well.  Whatever you say to both these parties is not going to make them happy. 

If you take the view that one of the major objectives of your marketing strategy 
is to position your firm for a repeat sale or a referral, then you need to ensure that 
you align the customer experience with the customer expectation. When your customer 
comes back for the second, third and fourth time, you need to ensure that they will leave 
satisfied each time. The way to ensure that is to deliver a consistent product or service 
which matches their expectation. The same applies to a referral. You want the new 
customer to have a set of expectations which you can deliver, that way they too will 
have a satisfactory experience. 

Resetting Expectations

If you decide to change your product or services functionality or benefits, you need 
to go about this in a carefully orchestrated manner so that existing customers fully 
appreciate the change and new customers understand what they are getting. In fact, 
there is nothing wrong with reducing the benefits on a product or service providing you 
make sure that repeat customers and new customers understand the change. 

For example, you might announce that you are no longer able to supply certain 
products because your supplier is no longer manufacturing those products. A bar might 
announce that it is changing over to plastic glasses to cut down on the amount of broken 
glass. A help desk might move from a help queue to a set response time to provide more 
reliable response times. 
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The last thing we want as a vendor is a disappointed customer. Not only do they not 
buy again but they have a habit of telling lots of other people how disappointed they 
were. A good reputation hard won can be easily lost. 

There are situations where it is worth setting out, at the time of purchase, exactly 
what is being delivered or what outcomes can be expected. Often multiple discussions 
with different parties on both the vendor and customer side can give mixed messages or 
both parties make assumptions about the outcomes without clarifying these. You often 
see this with projects which require quotations. 

I recall having problems with selling large scale ERP applications where modifications 
were required. We would be some way into the project when the customer would ask 
for a specific function to be demonstrated. To their surprise, our system did not support 
that function. What I realized later was that, with several competitors demonstrating 
products, the customer sometimes forgot what was shown in each of the different vendor 
products. Their recall of what they had purchased was often out of line with what they 
had purchased. After this had happened to me several times, I instigated a post purchase 
review to ensure we all started on the same page. Better to confront the problem at the 
start where you can reset the expectations or redo the deal if necessary. A project which 
goes off track due to misaligned expectations is usually a disaster.

Your task is to use the means at your disposal to clearly set out the customer outcome 
you expect to create from a purchase of your product or service. You should be doing 
this across your marketing literature and through testimonials, blog responses, website 
content and sales engagements. 

There is nothing wrong with occasionally exceeding customer expectations providing 
it does not reset the expectation. Thus a car upgrade due to the shortage of cars in your 
requested size, a treat from the Chef because it is the your birthday or a phone call from 
the business owner to congratulate you on an event in your life are all surprises but they 
do not become obligations. 
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Brand Image

The purpose of the brand is to convey information to the customer about the products 
or services covered by the brand. Brands, whether they be company names, trademarks, 
labels, design characteristics, smells, sounds, visual images and so on, are tangible or 
intangible elements or attributes which are assigned to a set of products or services. To 
be meaningful, the brand should have some consistency of meaning across the assigned 
products or services. Any product or service with the assigned brand should take on 
some common characteristics or attributes of them all.

A good brand says a lot about the underlying product or service. It can convey 
information about the product or service itself – price level, quality, features, functions, 
usability, robustness, design and so on. It can also convey information about the 
intended customer – young, mature, optimistic, adventurous, serious, artistic and so on. 
It can convey information about availability – exclusive, widely available, only through 
pharmacies and so on.

Because the brand can convey so much information, the customer who recognizes 
the brand and imputes meaning to it, is expecting that all products and services with 
that brand will take on, or can be assumed to have, those common characteristics or 
attributes. This can dramatically reduce their search time for information relating to the 
specific product or service and may dramatically simplify their evaluation problem if 
their prior experience or knowledge of the brand suggests an acceptable solution. 

Whether intended or not, a brand will take on an implied set of characteristics and 
attributes from the communicated experiences of its prior customers. Over time, these 
accumulated and related experiences will gradually shape what the market thinks of a 
specific set of branded products or services. This assigned image then forms a set of 
expectations in the minds of customers. It is this set of expectations or assumptions 
which the customer brings to the buying decision. 

It is important that you understand the brand message as received by your customer – 
which may be different from the one you intended or desired. The customer receives inputs 
from many sources, those which you generate through your marketing communications 
may be only a small part of those. Family, peer groups, reference groups, independent 
publications, social networking sites and so on, are all providing commentary on your 
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products and services. In addition, the customer has their own experience. From all of 
these inputs, the customer arrives at a mental model of the brand. The customer will 
place a number of labels or descriptors on the brand which will guide their decision 
making in the future. In the absence of new input which contradicts this view, this is the 
brand image they will carry with them.  

You need to find out how well the customer brand image conforms to what you offer 
and can deliver?

You need to collect data from a number of sources to ascertain how consistent the 
brand image is and how well it reflects what you desire as the brand image. Try these 
questions on your employees, customers, the target market, the trade press journalists 
and other parties in your sector who will influence what is communicated about your 
brand?

• what is the name of our brand?
• what does it look like?
• what products or services are covered by our brand?
• which words would you use to describe the functionality of our brand?
• how would you describe someone who would be most likely to buy products or 

services under this brand?
• how would you describe our competitive position in terms of quality, price, 

availability, functionality, design, style, usability, risk in use, reputation and so 
on.

Remember that brand image sets expectations. Your ability to deliver to the brand 
image will impact on the quality or the customer experience. 

Make Sure You Can Deliver

Perhaps the best reason for setting expectations correctly is so you can be confident 
you can deliver on your promise. There is nothing worse as a customer than to find out 
that what you expected, cannot be executed. 

Then of course there are those situations where the salesperson allows you to have an 
unrealistic set of expectations clearly knowing the vendor cannot meet them. 

Chapter 5: Understand Your 
Customer’s Expectations



72

HIGH GROWTH VENTURES

MARKETING
for

One of the problems I had to frequently deal with in my software businesses was 
the unrealistic expectations created by sales staff. Sales people are keen to get the deal 
signed and will stretch the truth somewhat about the products and services in terms of 
capabilities, timescales or costs. Sometimes, by the time you find out what has been 
promised, you are well into the contract negotiations and it is difficult at that point to 
reset the expectations. The result is normally a lost sale. However, if you don’t, you are 
setting yourself up for failure. 

A clear definition of product features and functions and a well documented method 
of use will generally contain the expectation risk, providing this is communicated to the 
customer before the purchase. However, you don’t want to confront your customer with 
20 pages of instructions for something which is inherently obvious or simple. 

As a vendor we have many opportunities to communicate to prospective customers 
what we expect the outcome to be using our products or services. We can use our website, 
marketing collateral, sales staff, help desk enquiry service, testimonials, case studies 
and so on. A major task of our marketing activity should be to ensure our prospects 
come to us with the right expectations. This ultimately will have a major influence 
on our ability to create satisfied customers and good customer experiences, essential 
ingredients for long term success. 

Setting expectations for complex products or services can be difficult, especially 
where the customer is not sure of their need or of the outcome they seek. This is 
especially true where the customer is unfamiliar with the firm, its products and services 
or has never had a similar experience. However, there are a number of ways to deal with 
these situations. 

Customer testimonials, case studies, reference calls and site visits can go a long way 
to providing the customer with an understanding of the likely outcome. The closer the 
reference is to the customer’s own circumstances, the higher the degree of confidence 
the customer will have in achieving a satisfactory outcome.

Another technique which can be used to instill confidence and to set expectations 
is to break a large project down into stages where each stage has its own pre-planning 
and post-review activities. The expectation is set, not on the final outcome, but on the 
manner in which the project is managed to achieve an acceptable outcome. That is, we 
set the expectation on the process itself being able to deliver an acceptable outcome.
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In some cases, an actual outcome is not known at the start of a project as the project 
itself has a discovery stage or several incremental discovery stages. Again, setting the 
expectation as to the manner in which the project progresses is critical. It is essential 
that the customer buys into the overall process and has confidence that the process will 
deliver an acceptable outcome, even if the outcome cannot be predicted at the outset. 

The key questions are:

• What is the customer expecting?
• What would the measure of success be from the viewpoint of the customer?
• How do we ascertain that our view of the likely outcome is the same as the 

customer’s?
• Are we confident that we can deliver the expected outcome within the price, 

timescales and customer and vendor actions?
• Where the outcome is uncertain, how do we set the expectations and then manage 

to them?

Consistency of Message

We often experience situations where different staff within the same organization 
have a different view of the problem or need being satisfied by the firm’s product or 
services. You also see this across the various documents or content being used by the 
firm for marketing, promotions or sales collateral. 

Now imagine you are the customer doing your information search. Depending on 
where you obtain the information from, the messages you receive will be different. It 
is entirely possible you will make assumptions about the likely outcome of a purchase 
based on one input. You later find that your assumptions were wrong and you purchased 
the wrong product or service or that a different product or service, even from the same 
vendor, would have better suited your requirements. The likely outcome is a very 
dissatisfied customer.

Consistency of message is critical if you are to avoid this type of situation. That is 
not to say that you need the message police to check everything but, across the firm, 
there needs to be a consistent understanding of what problems and needs you address, 
what delivery capability you have and what outcomes a customer can expect from your 
products and services. 
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You might like to try the following exercises:

• Ask members of your staff what problems the business solves. 
• Choose a set of products and services and ask members of your staff from different 

sections of your firm to state what problem is being addressed. 
• Have someone from outside the firm review the various marketing and website 

content for consistency. 

You will be surprised how little staff know of your business and how varied the 
responses will be. 

Setting the right expectations, communicating this to all the stakeholders and then 
managing the delivery of products and services to these expectations is critical. While 
there will always be unintended mistakes and errors, expectation problems can be 
avoided. Customers who expect one thing and experience something else will complain, 
return products, relate a negative experience to anyone who will listen and ultimately 
damage your reputation. 

Ensuring customers have the right expectations and delivering to those expectations 
is the best way you have of creating good customer experiences and ensuring you 
generate repeat sales and positive referrals.  
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Chapter 6: Make It Easy To Buy

Based on our limited examination of buyer behaviour in an earlier chapter, we know 
that the buyer recognizes a need, searches for information to find which products or 
services will satisfy the need and then evaluates them to identify which to purchase. 
This pre-purchase activity may only take a few seconds where a habitual need is being 
satisfied or it may take several years for a complex major purchase. 

The process which a buyer undertakes up to the point of purchase is as much a part 
of the customer experience as the product use or service consumption following the 
purchase. Yet this part of the customer experience is often neglected by vendors. 

On too many occasions I have noted that vendors define satisfaction as the user being 
happy with the use of a product without recognizing the journey which the customer 
undertakes to buy the product, use it and then dispose of it. It is almost as if the actual 
sale transaction of a product is the end game without recognizing all the steps which 
the customer may have gone through to identify, evaluate, buy, take delivery, use, 
utilize supplements and dispose of it. The customer experience and their evaluation of it 
relates to the entire process not a step part way through. If we don’t recognize the entire 
customer experience, how can we possibly achieve what is the real end game, a repeat 
purchase or a positive referral?

Business growth is always about the next sale and what influence you can bring 
to bear on it. While it is critical to have a positive experience with the new customer, 
few businesses can survive on one off purchases. It is also difficult for any business to 
ignore the impact of current customer experiences on the decisions of future prospective 
customers. 

How many times have you been in a situation where you have had a really bad 
shopping or dining experience in a tourist destination – often I guess. My reflection on 
these experiences is that these vendors see little value in providing an outstanding level 
of service because they do not expect to see you again. In my opinion, this is somewhat 
short sighted because you will often relay your experience to others you meet on the trip 
or to the hotel staff, taxi driver and possibly everyone else you come into contact with.  
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Alternatively, some retailers and restaurants will go out of their way to offer a good 
experience. You might be so enthusiastic about those vendors or restaurants that you 
tell lots of people, many of whom are local. Because they will want to look good in the 
eyes of the tourists, they will be happy to recommend a place where the tourists can be 
assured of good service. 

The vendor who fails to appreciate the impact of good service on future business is 
wasting a huge opportunity to enhance their business prospects. 

It is generally accepted that you have to devote considerably more effort to sell to a 
new customer than to sell additional products or services to an existing customer. The 
same applies to referred customers, they require much less effort to bring to the point 
of a sale. Referrals have a marked impact on our sales productivity. Since referrals are 
directly related to the positive experience of prior customers – what we do now has a 
direct impact on the cost of doing business in the future. 

The quality of the total customer experience is the key to increasing referral rates. 
That means ensuring that the pre-purchase experience is a positive one. 

A Million Contact Points

Consider all the steps the buyer passes through before they make the decision to buy. 
What you have is, potentially, a large number of steps and many interactions, many of 
which you have little control over. 

The customer experience starts at the time they identify a need or recognize a 
problem they wish to solve. From this point on, every interaction they have about this 
need or problem will impact on their overall experience, whether the interaction is with 
your firm or not.

Have you ever been absolutely frustrated trying to find a supplier, make contact with 
them or obtain information about their product or service? 

For example:

• Contact email where they never reply or do so a month after your enquiry.
• Websites which are so complex, you can’t find what you want.
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• Q&A lists which don’t answer your question.
• Automatic telephone answering systems which take you through 16 levels of 

options only to return you to the beginning. 
• Help desk staff who cannot answer the most basic questions without putting you 

on hold while they transfer you to another department and your call terminates 
in the void. 

• Department stores which have no staff in sight to answer questions. 

Remember that this is the start of the buying process and yet we often have meltdown 
before we even get to first base. It is worth talking to customers about this part of their 
buying process.

• What information were they seeking?
• Where did they look?
• Where and when did they obtain the information they needed?
• Did they receive any incorrect or misleading information?
• How much time and effort was involved in satisfying their questions?
• What could be improved to make information more accessible?
• Did they feel that company staff were well informed and were they helpful?
• What other information did they access and what positive or negative information 

did they receive.

In the age of the internet and social networking, we have little control over where 
information is available. We can proactively use Web 2.0 marketing to publish content 
on the internet and use it to engage with internet users but we cannot control what is said 
by others. However, we do need to know what is being said and take proactive steps to 
correct any mis-information.

We also need to be sensitive to the fact that an internet savvy customer could undertake 
considerable research before they contact us. They may well be very conversant with 
the alternative products and understand as much, if not more, about the marketplace 
than our own sales staff. What we have to be very careful of is giving out information 
which is inaccurate, misleading or incomplete. The knowledgeable customer will spot 
this and will be reluctant to deal with us. Furthermore, they may use the social media to 
inform others of the deficiencies in our content.

We also have little control over what past customers say about us. Prior customers 
with a poor experience who are vocal can be highly damaging to our reputation. Often 
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we don’t know about what they are saying and we don’t know to what extent we have 
lost sales because of their negative views. 

However, we can leverage good customer experiences through case studies, 
testimonials and engaging in conversations through social networking media. 

Our major objective must be to understand what information is being sought and to 
make that available through a variety of sources which align with different information 
search processes. Not everyone progresses towards a buying decision in the same way 
so we need to be sensitive to the different media we use and the different capabilities of 
our potential customers. But making it easy for them is critical. 

It is worth taking some time to review the quality of the content you make available 
to prospects. Here is an interesting rating system which is designed to solicit information 
from the customer about the type, quantity and quality of information available.

• I am satisfied with the documentation (or Website or other information product).
• I can find the information I want.
• I can find information at exactly the time I need it.
• I can find the information easily.
• The information is available in the order of importance.
• The information is complete.
• There is no extraneous information.
• The information is stated in as few words as possible.
• The information is reliable.
• The information is correct.
• The information is consistent.
• The source for the information is clear.
• Any additional information I need seems readily available.
• If I do not find information or a reference, I am certain no relevant information 

exists.
• The format is correct.
• The information is free from errors in spelling, punctuation, and grammar.
• The documentation (or Website or other information product) was delivered on 

schedule.
• The documentation was delivered within the budget.

(Source: http://www.stc.org/intercom/PDFs/2006/20067-
8_53-54.pdf Accessed 23rd January 2011)
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The better we can explain what problems we address, how we do that (product or 
service) and how well we solve the problem or meet the need, the more likely we are to 
provide a positive experience at this stage in the buying process. 

Individuals look for solutions. While we accept that many times this quickly 
transforms into a search for a product or service, this only happens because of prior 
knowledge or because they have quickly found the information they need to narrow 
their choices. For habitual purchases, the leap between need and product or service is 
somewhat seamless as prior experience has shown that a specific product or service 
will satisfy the need. Even with purchases where there is less experience or an old 
experience where new information is needed, the range of alternatives may be rapidly 
narrowed and the search time substantially reduced. 

Even so, we need to acknowledge that the purpose of the information gathering 
phase is to decide on a specific product or service which is going to be purchased. It is 
always possible, however, that the final product or service purchase may be different 
due to availability or other influences at the time of purchase. 

Few individuals are waiting to gather all the information before they refine their 
choices. Typically, they will have a very wide choice at the beginning of the exercise 
and then selectively narrow their choices using any number of predefined biases, 
preferences or constraints. Usually the first cut will exclude all products or services 
which do not meet the expressed need. Secondly, where some products or services 
include the expressed need but others don’t, it is likely that most of the latter will be 
excluded. 

Once the focus is on those products or services which have a reasonable chance of 
solving the expressed need, the individual will use a range of heuristic decision rules 
to narrow the choice further. Remember that the customer is weighing up continued 
search for more information against the value of the solution, the degree of fit and the 
complexity of the problem to be solved. Where the problem is relatively simple, the 
risk of making a poor choice low and monetary value low, a satisficing decision may be 
made by choosing one of the alternatives they have already identified without further 
evaluation. 

As the problem becomes more complex and the probability of a wrong choice and 
monetary value higher, greater care and a more diligent evaluation is undertaken. 
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What this tells us is that getting the message right, that is, specifying what problems 
we solve in the language the user can understand is critical. If we can assist the customer 
to more quickly narrow their choice by being selected as a good fit early in their search 
process, we may help exclude other products which may have solved the problem but 
failed to convey this to the customer. 

Will It Work For Me?

The next objective the vendor needs to address is to make it easy for the customer 
to undertake an evaluation. The question we need to answer is ‘What information can 
we provide or what mechanisms can we employ to enable the customer to more easily 
evaluate the degree of fit of our products or services’. We actually want to be excluded 
if we don’t have a good fit as a poor customer experience can have long term negative 
consequences on our reputation and referral sales. 

The amount of time and expense which a customer will expend on evaluation prior 
to purchase very much depends on their perceived risk, which can be highly personal. 
Depending on their prior knowledge, net worth, sensitivity to external opinion and so 
on, the perceived risk will vary greatly from one person to the next. 

Perceived risk itself is thought to be composed of a number of components:

a)	 Financial Risk – the likelihood of a financial loss due to selecting the wrong 
product or service, as well as hidden costs, cost of maintenance or lack of full 
warranty in the case of faults. 

b)	 Performance Risk – the chances of the product or service failing to meet the 
anticipated or expected performance requirements. 

c)	 Physical Risk – the probability of the use experience resulting in physical harm or 
injury.

d)	 Psychological Risk – the chances of the product or service being inconsistent with 
the personal or self-image of the consumer. 

e)	 Social Risk – the likelihood of external parties thinking less favourably of the 
consumer.
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f)	 Convenience Risk – the probability of the consumer wasting time due to delivery 
delays, downtime, maintenance or repair time or time to customize. 

g)	 Dissatisfaction Risk – an overall measure of the likelihood that the product or 
service could result in dissatisfaction with the purchase. 

While these are stated from a personal consumer perspective, the same elements 
apply within a commercial purchasing process. We may be talking about an individual 
manager, a business owner or a committee making the decision, but the same 
considerations will apply to a greater or lesser extent.

What is apparent from this list of perceived buyer risks is that the vendor is able to 
influence some of these elements more than others. What we have to do as a vendor is 
to work through each of these elements and put in place development, marketing and 
support processes to lower the perceived risk. Clearly the lower the perceived risk, all 
other things being equal, the more likely the customer will buy from us and buy sooner 
than later. 

One of the reasons why ‘brand’ is so important in marketing is that it conveys 
information to the consumer of selective characteristics of the product or service which 
impacts on their evaluation of perceived risk. 

For example, if Toyota has a long history of quality cars, I will have less perceived 
risk on a number of these elements, especially if others around me recognize this factor 
in my decision and they value that dimension of a purchase. However, if Toyota suddenly 
experiences safety problems and then recalls large numbers of cars, my perceived risk 
will increase causing me to spend more time on evaluating this aspect of the purchase 
and leading me to choose another car. 

The power of the brand extends across products I have no prior experience of. So if 
a brand releases a new product or service, I will use my knowledge or perception of the 
brand as an input into my decision process. If historically, all Sony products performed 
to specification, I can expect a newly released product to do so as well. 

However, brands take time to establish themselves and so an emerging company 
needs to look at other methods of conveying the message of low perceived risk. 
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The customer will receive many inputs into their decision process, some of which 
emanate from the vendor. Others will come from family and friends, peer groups, reference 
groups, articles, product reviews (of varying levels of quality and independence) and 
social media. The customer has to weigh the reliability, independence, bias and accuracy 
of each source in using the information. 

The firm has a great opportunity to be part of this information gathering process 
and can have a greater or lesser impact on the final decision depending on how they 
present the information and how it is received. To get the message right requires an 
understanding of the influence each item of information has and how it is perceived. 

In essence, we need to take each of these elements of perceived risk and design 
programs to address each one. 

To begin with, we want to have the highest chance of being evaluated because we 
can solve the problem or need. This goes back to getting the message right. We must 
have a clear understanding of our ideal customer and a process which puts our message 
in front of them.  

Once in the evaluation box, we need to convince the customer that we have the 
best fit and the lowest perceived risk. These are mutually supportive as the best fit will 
normally result in lowering some of the elements of perceived risk. So our first task is 
to establish Fit.

This is a good place to start as many firms fail to do so. They spend their time putting 
out content about features and functions and technical specifications without building a 
case for solving the problem as seen by the customer. 

We can demonstrate Fit by showing how others have used the product or gained 
appropriate outcomes of the service. This can be done through case studies, testimonials, 
reference group endorsement and so on. We can also develop our goodness of fit through 
demonstrations, whether on video or live. In other words, if I can see it working, I may 
have a much better idea of how it works and whether it will satisfy my requirements. 

I can also use a ‘try before you buy’ process. Whether this is a rental, loan, trial or 
sample, a complimentary period of use or experience, or a brief exposure. Can we put 
the customer into a brief user experience? It is the perception of risk which we seek to 
change and if a user experience will substantially lower that, then how do we create 
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one? You also see this process demonstrated with digital products. I can download a 
chapter of an ebook from Amazon or download the first song on an album. I can often 
download a trial version of a product with limited capacity or for a limited trial period. 

We also want to know the metrics the user will employ to judge the suitability of 
a product or service. Can we provide the necessary information or data to allow them 
to self  evaluate? Can we provide a simulation tool or diagnostic which will allow 
the customer to discover whether an item will satisfy their needs? For example, can I 
upload a photo of a painting and try out different frames? Can I estimate my mortgage 
repayments using a mortgage calculator?  

We should not underestimate the value to the customer of participating in the choice 
of what they will buy. Can I choose my own seat in a theatre or on the airplane? Can I 
specify various characteristics of the hotel room or car interior colours? Can I try out 
different colours on my walls before I buy the paint? The activity of participating in the 
decision process brings value in its own right but also tends to gain higher commitment 
and satisfaction. 

Where the item is an intangible which must be experienced or consumed before it 
can be partly or fully evaluated, we are at a definite disadvantage. I can tell you all about 
it. You can talk to prior users and I can load you up with testimonials and references, 
but until you have the experience yourself, you will not be able to judge the outcome for 
yourself. The more confidence I can build, the more likely you will be to buy.

One technique used by service providers is to focus on the process of delivery or 
engagement. If I show you how I will deliver the service, I am hoping I can lower your 
perceived risk. 

Example – Software implementation

I was involved in the sale of a complex enterprise wide solution to a corporation 
which required the system to be implemented into 23 factories across the USA. Our 
firm was the owner and developer of the software and had a number of existing 
satisfied clients. Our salesperson presented a very professional Powerpoint 
presentation outlining our expertise and experience. As a relatively large firm 
with our prior experience we believed that we had the contract in the bag. 
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Our competitor was a small firm of consultants who had implemented 
several successful sites. What they did was to show the documented process 
which they would use to ensure the project managed risk and timescales and 
controlled the expenses of the implementation. They won the contract. They had 
understood more than us that the client was very concerned about the risk of 
lack of staff support for the project and the risk of delay and cost exposure. 

Example – Consulting Project

In one consulting project on customer service we estimated a cost of $100,000 
spread over a twelve month period. To a small firm, this was a large expenditure 
as they were not sure of the outcomes. Rather than confront them with a ‘take it 
or leave it’ agreement, we broke the project down into several stages with each 
stage having measurable outcomes, a review process and a go/no go decision. 
We effectively reduced the risk to one stage at a time which reduced the perceived 
risk to the customer. They felt much less exposed and much more in control. 

I also have to work on Perception. If my input into their decision process leads them 
to an incorrect assumption, I may well be at a disadvantage relative to my competitors. 

Example – Setting the Price

Each piece of data which the customer receives can impact their decision. 
At one stage, my firm sold a suite of corporate financial applications into the 
SME market. Because several of the developers were trained in accounting, 
the functionality was very deep and the product was exceptionally easy to use. 
However, we kept losing sales to less functional but more expensive products. 
When we finally had the opportunity of talking to those customers who bought 
the competitive product, we discovered to our dismay that we had been 
dismissed due to our low price. In their words ‘we could not possibly have the 
level of functionality needed in a product at that price’. We trebled our price 
and found we could more easily win business in that sector of the market. 

It is important that you discover how information on your product or service is 
received and interpreted by those who buy your product or service and those who do 
not. Selling to the wrong customer simply leads to disaster, so it is important that those 
who do buy from you do so for the right reasons. Equally, it is critical you do not lose 
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customers who should have bought from you and for one reason or other, did not. Only 
by talking to customers and lost prospects about their evaluation experience will you 
have the information with which to refine your impact on this element of the buyer 
decision process.

What we often forget is that this information search and evaluation process is a key 
part of the buyer experience and may have a significant impact on the overall experience 
of the customer. I may end up with the right product but it may have been through a 
frustrating and exhausting process. I may decide next time to look elsewhere rather than 
deal with the same vendor or even compromise my desired outcome to avoid some part 
of the prior experience. 

On the other hand, an evaluation experience which was efficient and even pleasant 
or enjoyable, may well encourage me on the same journey again. How easy we make 
the evaluation and how enjoyable the experience, relative to other purchase decisions, 
will influence whether I buy again from the same vendor and whether I recommend the 
firm to others.

In early stages of the buying decision process, our task is to make it easy for the 
ideal customer to find us and evaluate our offering and to do so with the least effort and 
perceived risk. 

Where Can I Buy It?

A key part of the customer experience is tracking down where to purchase the 
product or service they have decided to buy. This is not always a pleasant or stress free 
experience. 

Habitual purchases are usually not a problem. You buy them on a regular basis, you 
know where to purchase them and they are usually available. Occasionally, I discover 
one of my favourite items has disappeared from the shelves and I have to run all over 
town to find another supplier.

Locating the item or service you need is more often a case of expectation than anything 
else. If I expect to be able to find it easily, then a difficult search can become frustrating. 
If I anticipate having trouble tracking the item or service down, I am forearmed and 
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anticipate having to spend time doing so. If it turns out that I discover a source of supply 
quickly, I am delighted. 

My expectations may come from prior experience or simply from the difficulty I 
had in obtaining information on the item in question. The smart vendors anticipate your 
need to know where the item can be purchased and list their locations, shops, outlets, 
distributors or offices or provide a link to an on-line shop. 

Our frustration level increases when the information is not easily available, is incorrect 
or out of date or where the vendor fails to answer the phone, reply to a voicemail or 
email message or the information on the supply source is vague or incomplete. 

How many times have you given up on a purchase because you cannot find 
information on where to buy? Once is more than enough.

How many times have you driven around looking for a location only to find that 
the address was incorrect or the street signage inadequate, or you have arrived at the 
location only to find they no longer stock the item? 

Do you have the experience of going to a manufacturer’s website to buy an 
accessory only to discover there are detailed product specifications about the item but 
no information of where to buy it?

As a vendor we need to ensure that we are very clear on where and how the item can 
be purchased and recognize that a key part of the consumer experience is making this 
step easy.

The Pre-Purchase Experience

The pre-purchase experience is as much a part of the overall customer experience as 
the use of the product or the consumption of a service. In fact, it can be so important that 
a bad experience results in no sale at all. 

If the prospect can’t find information about what you do, easily evaluate your product 
or service or find where to buy it, you have lost the sale. Furthermore, if this part of the 
buying process is inadequately supported, consider all the money spent on marketing 
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which has been wasted. Basically, you have handed prospects to your competitors who 
have problems and needs you could satisfy because you did not make the pre-purchase 
process easy for the customer.

Even a customer who does finally buy may resent the frustration and effort they 
expended in the pre-purchase stage of their buy decision. That being the case, it is 
not hard to imagine them complaining to others about how difficult it was. Any poor 
customer experience can impact on your reputation and this can impact future sales.

Chapter 6: Make 
It Easy To Buy



88

HIGH GROWTH VENTURES

MARKETING
for

Chapter 7: Create The Right Customer 
Experience 

Once the customer has made the decision to buy, they will undertake a purchase 
transaction and use or consume the product or service.  They may purchase additional 
complementary products or services and use support or maintenance services. At the 
end of a product’s useful life, they may have a disposal problem to deal with. If they 
have a problem, they may go through a complaint handling experience.  

The purchase and post-purchase experience period can vary from a few minutes to 
many years. The customer experience may be very simple or very complex. Whatever 
the outcome, the customer will reflect on the experience and make a judgment as to 
whether it was a good, bad or a mediocre experience. Depending on that judgment, they 
will decide to buy from the vendor again and/or recommend the vendor to others. The 
quality of the experience is therefore critical to repeat sales and referrals. 

The Purchase Transaction Experience

“This is the one I want and now I wish to pay for it!”

How many times have you been in a situation where you want to pay for something 
but you have difficulty finding anyone to take your money or cannot make your way 
through the paperwork or website steps to hand over your payment. 

Unfortunately, it is not an unusual occurrence. It is not uncommon in retail 
establishments to find yourself isolated near the cash desk with no one to serve you and 
not a staff member in sight. 

“Please take my money!!”

Maybe you have had an experience where the shop assistants are so busy with their 
own conversation that they ignore the paying customer. Then there are those situations 
where you have to wander from office to office getting bits of paper signed before you 
can complete the transaction. 



89

HIGH GROWTH VENTURES

MARKETING
for

Clearly the amount of time taken to visit the location of supply will influence the 
decision to buy. The higher the need, the fewer the alternatives and the greater the price, 
the more likely I am to make the effort. 

There are situations which are difficult for the vendor to manage. Variations in volume 
of 1800 number calls and unexplained peaks in traffic at a bank teller or checkout can 
create bottlenecks. We expect these to happen and will tolerate some delays because of 
them, but there is a limit to our patience and we expect the vendor to manage the queue 
length. 

How many times have you been in a restaurant where you are the invisible person 
and cannot catch the eye of the staff to bring the bill. Or maybe you have the bill but no 
one comes to collect it. A great dining experience can be negated by the last few minutes 
trying to pay. 

On-line shopping experiences have a problem with completion of the transaction. 
They have what is called ‘abandonment’ – that is people fail to complete the transaction 
once started. While there are numerous reasons for this, including not intending to 
complete, some sales are lost because of the number of steps involved and the complexity 
of the process. 

When it comes to more complex transactions, we expect agreements to be reasonable, 
not overly lengthy or complex and not overwhelming in legalise. If I have to question 
what I am signing and am uncertain what rights I am receiving or giving up, this can 
delay or negate a purchase. 

What we always have to keep in mind as a vendor is that we want the repeat and 
referral sale. If we make the purchase itself too difficult, stressful, lengthy, complex or 
problematic, we may achieve the sale but more importantly, lose the next sale. We need 
to ensure that the payment experience is reasonably easy.

One of the things you should be asking your customers is whether you can make the 
payment transaction process easier for them. 
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How Do I Take Delivery?

The time, effort, cost, difficulty, disruption and stress involved in taking delivery, 
whether it is undertaking a service experience or receiving, taking away or sending a 
product will impact the customer experience. 

Even if I am taking items from a store, items which are bulky, heavy, slippery, 
fragile or have strange shapes which make them difficult to carry are going to cause 
problems. The vendor which makes the task easy for me by providing the correct carry 
bag, trolley or assistance is going to score well. If, however, I have to struggle from the 
store, worrying as to whether I will drop, break or damage my item, I am not going to 
be too pleased. Some stores offer gift wrapping, others arrange for the item to be sent 
to a pick up area while some, usually in the DIY or furniture sector, offer a short term 
trailer or van rental. 

If I am buying on-line, I want to have a seamless process which is easy to use, at 
a reasonable cost and which provides good security for my delivery. It also needs to 
satisfy my requirements. I have numerous frustrating experiences where I could not 
pick it up from the outlet or box office, send it to a friend or have it delivered to a 
different address from the one on my credit card. 

My most annoying experience is when I have missed the courier and been left a note 
to say I have to go to the depot to pick up the item. This is especially annoying when 
you have asked it to be left if no one is home or if the item is relatively inexpensive 
and of little use to anyone else. This task can often take a few hours as you track down 
the depot, make the trip and then return – maybe all for an item which only costs a few 
dollars.  A simple online purchase turned into a huge task. 

What we want more than anything else is to have some information about what 
the delivery entails then have a reasonable expectation of what is going to happen in 
order to plan for the activity. I don’t want something left on the street because I didn’t 
know I had to arrange for assistance to take it into my building. I need to know I need a 
technician or tradesman to undertake the installation once it is delivered. I want to know 
if the item needs to be put in the refrigerator as soon as it arrives. If it takes three days 
for delivery but the next shipment is in a month’s time, I want to have that information. 
I want to know that, if I go ahead with a digital download, that I am about to download 
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300MB of data and it will tie up my internet connection for three hours. It would be 
even better if I could choose when the download should start. 

There are some items which are especially difficult to dispose of when they are 
replaced. Bulky items such as refrigerators, mattresses, washing machines and so on are 
difficult to dispose of. Some items require special handling, such as old batteries. If I 
end up buying a replacement item and, while being delighted with my purchase, I have 
a stressful time disposing of the replaced item, my overall satisfaction might be very 
low. The vendor which makes this process easy is likely to score highly on this part of 
the buying experience. 

With many service purchases, the consumer is engaged in an activity with the vendor. 
This usually happens with professional services, personal services, live entertainment 
and hospitality. The delivery of the service is the same as the use. The place where 
use takes place directly impacts the experience. Personal preferences for the type of 
sound, smells, visual impact and ambience can directly impact the comfort, pleasure 
and satisfaction experienced by the consumer. 

Since the delivery activity varies greatly, the key for the vendor is to ascertain the 
preferences and expectations of the customer and to ensure that the actual experience 
is closely aligned to expectations. At the same time, the vendor has the opportunity to 
set the expectations or reset the expectations during the buying process. What you need 
to achieve is a customer who is satisfied, or at least neutral, about this aspect of the 
customer experience. 

What Is My Use Experience?

The period over which we use or consume the product or service can be almost 
instantaneous or could last a lifetime. My requirements can remain the same throughout 
the experience, or change or even be altered through the use of the item or service I 
purchase. 

Many vendors make assumptions about how a product or service is used without 
actually observing the use experience. Alternatively, they employ expert users who 
simply never mimic the real world customer experience. This is perhaps the major 
reason why so many products are designed so badly.
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Example: Software applications

For many years I was the final quality control test user of our software. 
My job was to set out to break the product, crash the system or simply 
make it do things it wasn’t supposed to do. I would do things in the wrong 
sequence, put in the wrong data, not complete mandatory fields and so 
on. I would always find problems and these would then go back to the 
software developers to fix. Whenever someone complained about my 
results, I would respond with ‘better I find it than a live customer’. 

From a vendor point of view, we clearly want a satisfactory use experience, therefore, 
it is critical we understand what problem or need is being solved and how the product 
will be used or service consumed. We need to ensure, to the highest level possible, 
that our product or service matches the use or consumption requirement as this is the 
shortest path to customer use satisfaction. 

Problem fit is the most critical of all elements of the customer experience. While 
other stages of the buying process might be unsatisfactory, there is little you can do if it 
does not solve the problem or satisfy the functional need. 

At a minimum, the vendor needs to ensure that the contractual ‘fit for purpose’ and of 
‘merchantable quality’ requirements are satisfied. It is hard to imagine a happy customer 
if these fundamentals are absent. 

Generally, the issue of ‘fit for purpose’ is covered by a warranty, providing the 
product was used for the stated purpose. However, it is critical to ensure that you have 
a tight definition of what the ‘purpose’ is and that this is clearly stated and available for 
customers to access during their information search and evaluation stages. 

A product which is ‘fit for purpose’ should actually solve the problem for which 
it was intended. The vendor should clearly state this in the product description. We 
have little control over the customer who buys something for the wrong reason, makes 
assumptions about a product or service which we are unaware of or takes on something 
where they do not have the expertise, capability or capacity to use the product properly 
or for the right application. However, in anticipation that this may happen, the vendor 
can ensure that the information available during the evaluation stage addresses as many 
of these issues as possible. 
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Basic product or service quality levels need to be delivered if an item is to satisfy 
‘merchantable quality’ standards. Merchantable quality relates to what reasonable 
expectations of quality a customer can expect given the price and the description of the 
product or service. This is often referred to as the ‘reasonable man’ assumption. That is, 
what would a person off the street expect in terms of quality. A product which does not 
meet this standard should not be available for sale.

As we have already identified in an earlier chapter, my satisfaction with my use 
experience will be directly related to my expectations prior to purchase as well as the 
learning I experience as I use or consume the item or service. Generally, the less I 
understand about the product or service before purchase, the greater will be the range of 
possible satisfaction levels during the use or consumption period. Conversely, the more 
I know about the product or service before purchase, the more likely I will be to select 
a product which suits my needs and the more likely my use experience will result in a 
satisfactory result. 

The level of satisfaction will also be directly related to the importance of the problem 
I am resolving and the price of the item, relative to my net wealth. If the problem is 
compelling and I fail to resolve it fully, I may end up being deeply disappointed if my 
expectation was that I would solve the problem. Even a partial solution may not be 
sufficient to negate my dissatisfaction. 

On the other hand, a marginal problem involving a small outlay which results in a 
failure may simply be dismissed with a shrug, basically not an issue.

Clearly, the better the expectations are set, the more likely it is that the user experience 
will be positive. So it is worth the effort to properly position the product or service, 
including clearly defining the problem or need being addressed, the type of customer 
who would best fit the item or service and the type of experience which should be 
anticipated. 

The use experience is the most critical of all stages of the buyer experience. As a 
vendor, you need to have an assurance that you are doing everything you can to ensure 
this is as good as it can be. You should periodically collect feedback from your customers 
on their use experience to measure their levels of satisfaction.
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In reviewing the use experience with customers, you should find out whether the 
information you provided during the evaluation stage was adequate, accurate and in a 
form the customer could understand. Also you should determine whether the customer 
made the correct interpretation of the degree of fit given the problem or need being 
addressed. 

You also want to evaluate their expectations against their use experience to see if the 
expectations were set correctly. This feedback will allow you to gauge to what extent 
you may be able to better influence expectations for future customers. 

Lastly, you want to examine whether the product was used as you anticipated and 
whether it did in fact solve the need. Sometimes you will discover that your customers 
used the product or service for a need which you did not anticipate. This may lead you 
to reevaluate the problems your product addresses or to better design, package or market 
the product to either encourage or discourage such usage. 

The use experience is critical in achieving a reasonable level of customer satisfaction. 
Without it, we cannot expect the customer to repeat buy or to act as a referral source. We 
always need to keep in mind the end game of repeat sales and referrals for our goal of 
continued growth and profitability. 

• Can we be reasonably certain that our customer will have a satisfactory use 
experience?

• Are we confident that they would purchase our product or service again given the 
same set of need requirements?

• Can we reasonably expect that the customer would positively refer the product or 
service to someone else who expressed the same need? 

Hygiene Factors

Sometimes we forget the obvious or overlook the fact that some things are supposed 
to be present but are often unstated. We expect planes to be safe, car brakes to work, 
traffic lights to function, restrooms in hotels to be clean and so on. We don’t explicitly 
state these but we do anticipate that they are there. Their failure will almost always 
cause dissatisfaction. While this concept was originally applied to job satisfaction, it can 
be applied to all products and services. 
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We take some things for granted and are surprised and usually dissatisfied, if not 
shocked, if that element is missing. In a restaurant we expect our food to be warm, 
seats to be clean, glasses free from contamination, music at a level where we can still 
conduct a conversation and the temperature reasonable so we don’t freeze or break out 
in a sweat. Our satisfaction will take a jolt when one of these is missing. 

As a vendor, we need to be sensitive to the unstated. What is the basic level of 
functionality or service experience which the customer will take for granted and have 
we ensured that this level of experience can be delivered?

If the customer suddenly packs up and departs, cancels soon after arriving for an 
appointment or immediately returns a product for a refund, you often have a hygiene 
problem. You need to see these situations as red flag moments and do what you can to 
discover the reason. These are often things you need to fix as a priority. 

What If I Need Help?

No mater how simple the product or service or how obvious its use or application, 
there will always be some customers who need questions answered, who make mistakes 
and who need assistance understanding how to use or consume a product or service. The 
more complex the product and the greater the gap between their prior experience and 
the way in which the new product or service is used or consumed, the more likely help 
will be needed. 

We need to anticipate such need and provide help in various forms to assist customers. 
This might be as simple as ‘user instructions’, a user manual or instruction videos. 
More complex situations might require a training class, consulting support, a guide or 
mentoring.

A lack of help or assistance can quickly lead to a highly unsatisfied customer.

Example: Assembly instructions

I recall working with my young son to assemble a remote controlled car. For 
some reason, all his friends suddenly became passionate about these and as 
a parent, the pressure was on me to step up to the mark and satisfy both the 
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actual need but also the social status of having one. I was also informed by my 
wife that this was a ‘bonding session’ and therefore a necessary Dad task.

However, this bonding exercise became a disaster as I failed to work out 
from the instructions how to install the battery and put the wheels on. The 
happy experience resulted in tears from my son as I pushed and prodded. 
According to my son, I was in grave danger of breaking his car.

I took the partly assembled car back to the shop and containing my anger, 
explained the problem. ‘Easily solved’ explained the shop assistant. ‘You just cut 
away the battery cover and file down the wheel posts – everyone knows to do that!’ 
Pity the instructions didn’t explain that as it would have saved a good deal of pain. 

What is surprising is that my experience is not uncommon. How many times have you 
heard of people complaining about the lack of direction, poor instructions, misleading 
information, unintelligible manuals, poor instructors or unrealistic examples? 

Many times I have resorted to friends to help understand how something worked or 
to YouTube tutorials to work out how to undertake an activity. However, every time this 
happens, it indicates a failure on the part of the vendor. 

I shouldn’t have to go through a painful experience to discover through trial and 
error how to use something. If I found the experience frustrating, wasteful, stressful, 
annoying or painful, why would I even consider recommending the product to someone 
else? I might be willing to buy it again myself, once I had worked out the secret of how 
to use it, but would I wish the initial experience on anyone else? 

Often vendors will have a help desk or on-line request facility. However, these can 
be somewhat suboptimal if their use itself results in a negative experience. If I send you 
an email with a question – will it take a month to get an answer? Will I be directed to a 
Q&A webpage without any access to further clarification?

As a vendor we need to understand the support customers need to properly use our 
product or consume our service to satisfy their need or solve their problem. Ask your 
customer these questions:
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• What information was missing, misleading or incorrect?
• What further information did you have to search for to complete the use 

experience?
• Was the information provided in instructions, user manuals, videos and so on, 

adequate to allow you to use the product or consume the service satisfactorily?
• What non-vendor information or activities did you utilize to work out how to use 

the product or to overcome problems you experienced?
• What information or activity was the most valuable in getting the most out of the 

product or service experience?
• What further information could we have provided which would have made your 

experience more optimal?

My request for help may also relate to having an item repaired or upgraded. If I have 
spent considerable money on buying something, I may well have an expectation that I 
can easily have it repaired or upgraded. I need to know what is available, how I access 
the service and the process I use to make the arrangements for the service. If the item is 
essential to the tasks I am undertaking, then the speed with which the repair or upgrade 
is undertaken will also influence my satisfaction.

Of course, not everything can be repaired or upgraded. If I understand this at the time 
of purchase, then I would have a lower expectation of this being available and would not 
be overly disappointed if that was the case, excluding those problems which would be 
covered by a replacement under warranty. 

A poor experience relating to repair or upgrade can seriously impact my satisfaction, 
especially if I feel that the service should be available, accessible and reasonably priced. 
I would also be upset if an item had an unreasonable level of failures or breakages 
through normal and anticipated usage. 

If, outside of warranty, an item was not able to be repaired or was cost prohibitive to 
be repaired, the vendor should make this information clearly available so that the right 
expectation is set. Where items can be repaired, the vendor should state:

• Where they can be repaired.
• What can be repaired.
• What the likely cost of repair is.
• How long the repair is likely to take.
• Whether a replacement, loan or rental service is available and the cost of that 

service.
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The vendor needs to anticipate the life cycle needs of the customer, not just the initial 
purchase event. By making sure the customer has support throughout the life of the 
product or service, the vendor is ensuring a continued satisfactory experience.

If a fault is covered by a warranty, then the processes for dealing with warranty 
claims needs to be fair and efficient. The coverage under warranty should be clearly 
stated, easily accessible and equitable. The process should not be overly burdensome or 
costly in terms of time or expense for the customer to utilize. The time taken to evaluate 
and process claims should be timely and reasonable.

How Do You Handle A Problem Or Mistake?

I have often heard that our reputation in business is not based on how well we execute 
but on how we handle mistakes. Without doubt there is some truth in this saying. Recall 
all the experiences you have had with good restaurants, but the ones you remember best 
are the ones who went the extra mile when there was a mistake.

Example – Aluminum Sliding Doors

I decided to replace the front sliding doors on my apartment balcony. The original 
design had a fixed panel on each end and in the middle with a sliding door on 
each side of the fixed central panel. The new doors were 6 panels in all with a 
fixed panel on each end with two doors on each side opening from the centre. With 
the four sliding doors fully opened it ‘brought the outside into the living room’. 

Due to body corporate rules, it was easier to work with the approved supplier 
than find an alternative and gain permission for the work. The supplier promptly 
sent over an estimator who measured the space and submitted a quotation 
which I accepted. The timescale was tight as I had other work being done 
before we moved in but they worked to the deadline and installed on time. 

A crew of four turned up early one morning intending to compete the work in one 
day so the apartment would be secured by the end of the same day.  A few hours 
into the installation, I noted that several of the door vertical frames were somewhat 
unfamiliar – they had a thin brush inserted into the frame – the sort of thing you 
find on the inside but I had never seen them on the outside. When I queried this, I 
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was told this was the new design and that no other design was available. I pointed 
out that no other sliding doors in the apartment had this feature and that I wanted 
them to stop work and arrange for replacement parts to match the existing doors. 
They insisted that they were correct in what they were doing and would report 
my comments when they had finished the installation and secured the premises. 
They told me that their supervisor would contact me to respond to my request. 

I rang the supervisor at the local branch and left a message requesting an 
urgent conference but did not hear anything from him. I then wrote an email 
detailing my objection and requesting that the frames be replaced. Several 
days later I received and email admitting a data entry error and an agreement 
to replace the doors, which they subsequently did several days later. However, 
the installers left such a dirty mess that it was a significant cleaning job.

When I received the invoice, I sent an email to the supervisor requesting a 
discount for the extra time and expense I had expended and the stress of having 
to convince them that they had installed the wrong product. I was told in a reply 
that ‘I had requested the change from their standard product at great expense 
to the supplier and that no discount would be given’. Basically, having been 
told that they made an error, I was now being told that it was my fault. I was 
also told that it was not their responsibility to clean up after the installation.

I thought this was worth a letter of complaint to their Managing Director. 
This is a private national family firm of some considerable size, even so, I 
received a phone call from the MD to say the issue would be investigated 
and they would get back to me. About two weeks later I received a phone 
call from a senior branch manager who wanted to know ‘What value did I 
put on my complaint?’ I asked to discuss my issues to which he said ‘What 
issues?’ I stated that these were set out in my letter to the MD. He didn’t have 
a copy of the letter nor was he familiar with its contents. He asked me to 
send him a copy – to which I replied that he should obtain it from his MD.

Two weeks later, I still had no response so I again wrote to the MD. This 
time I received a three page letter setting out the issues and giving their 
response but with contradictory information. The letter began by stating 
that, because the products were now of the required configuration and were 
installed and working correctly, they had now fully met my expectation. 
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WRONG. He could not have started off the letter in a worse manner.

The letter then proceeded to justify everything they had done to satisfy me. 
No apology was made for putting me through the stress on the day when they 
insisted they had the correct configuration or for telling me it was my fault. 
Basically it was a cover up. Naturally I replied by saying it was time that I 
met the MD and worked through all the issues associated with my appalling 
‘customer experience’. Finally, I did get that meeting. The result was that 
the firm offered to fix any outstanding problems with the original installation 
and undertake a number of free maintenance jobs on other doors and 
windows in the apartment. A satisfactory outcome but a difficult journey. 

This story demonstrates how little staff within a company appreciate the impact of 
every contact you have with their firm. Would I recommend the firm to anyone else? 
Most likely not. However, they do have very good designs and the product works very 
well, but could you get something similar from someone else? Would you wish this 
experience on anyone?  I don’t think so. 

Few firms expect to execute well 100% of the time. Whether a mistake or fault 
was the result of an accident, incompetence, intentional sabotage, poor or incomplete 
processes or simple oversight, situations will occur where the customer will be unhappy. 
How you handle the situation will certainly be reflected in what people say about you. 
Negative comments will in the end impact on your future sales.

There are some companies who will never admit a mistake no matter what the 
circumstances. Others will do everything they can to avoid admitting a mistake until 
confronted with overwhelming evidence. Some have an ‘I win –you lose’ attitude 
which they apply to their external relationships but which often permeates through their 
internal staff relations. 

While we need to be sensitive to opening the door to litigation, few companies can 
afford to neglect the impact of customer complaints, whatever the cause. In fact, many 
companies see complaint handling as a key feedback process which assists them to 
uncover process deficiencies and poor staff training.

Complaints which are not dealt with efficiently, with compassion, sensitivity and 
empathy for the impact on the customer are likely to escalate in impact, especially 
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where the customer believes they have been unfairly treated. The aggrieved customer is 
likely to tell their friends of their treatment but may also post comments on social media 
sites. A small problem can turn into a raging inferno, all because of the lack of goodwill 
on the part of the vendor or an efficient system to handle the problem. 

Without question, those situations where the customer is blamed for the error, the 
firm covers up their own mistakes or avoids dealing with the issue, are remembered and 
talked about far more than situations where a complaint was resolved quickly to the 
satisfaction of the customer. 

Some customers are going to be difficult, unreasonable and irrational and some will 
use the mistake or fault to try to extract an unreasonable level of compensation. Even 
these situations need to be dealt with in a systematic manner which ensures that the firm 
can fully defend its position in the public arena. It needs to show that its handling of the 
matter was reasonable, its offer generous relative to the mistake and its processes fair to 
the parties involved.

We need to ensure we capture these situations quickly and have a process to deal with 
them efficiently. A problem left untreated only gets worse. Not all customers want or 
expect compensation for minor mistakes or accidents, but they do usually want a chance 
to be heard. In fact, the best way to deal with problems is often to allow that to happen 
in a sympathetic and efficient manner. An apology or an admission of a mistake or fault 
may be all that is required to satisfy the customer. Providing a facility or opportunity 
for customers to voice their issues is thus a fundamental part of the complaint handling 
process.

It is also important to deal with any problem as a matter of importance and not 
have it shuffled off to a junior staff member. When it becomes obvious to the customer 
that their complaint is being marginalized or trivialized, the size of the problem in the 
customer’s mind will become greater. The best firms allocate responsibility to a senior 
person and have an escalation process to ensure the complaint is dealt with in reasonable 
time.  It is important that the person handling the complaint is given enough authority to 
deal with all but the most urgent issues. 

Complaints should be resolved and then tracked, analyzed and processed to ensure 
the lessons for changes to products, services, processes and training are implemented. 

Chapter 7: Create The Right 
Customer Experience



102

HIGH GROWTH VENTURES

MARKETING
for

How Do I Dispose Of It

Not everything we buy has a disposal problem, but the end of the useful life of an 
item can end up being the most distasteful and stressful time of the entire experience. 
Not everyone likes selling used goods, arranging for a pickup by a waste contractor or 
hauling a bulky item to a landfill site. 

I know few people who like selling a used car or negotiating with a home clearance 
firm to take away old furniture. Even though eBay has made the sale of unwanted items 
more efficient, the experience isn’t always positive. 

Disposal does not need to be free. We can offer a disposal service to take away used 
items. The alternative to paying for such a service might be for the customer to make 
their own arrangements. If this is problematic, time consuming and difficult to arrange, 
a service offered by the vendor might be very welcome by customers. 

Vendors will often offer the disposal of the replaced item as part of the overall 
delivery service. The mattress firm can offer to take away the old mattress. The white 
goods retailer can take away the old washing machine or refrigerator and so on. 

As a vendor, we need to see the end of the useful life of our product as an opportunity 
to be of service or a chance to make a new sale. If we can assist the customer to solve 
this problem, which is often stressful to the customer, we provide a useful service and 
we add to the overall satisfaction of the purchase. 

Where Is The Value?

Too often vendors see only functionality of the product or consumption of the service 
as the boundary of what they sell to the customer without appreciating the context within 
which the customer makes the decision and uses the product or consumes the service. 
If we have an overriding objective of securing the repeat sale or encouraging a referral, 
then we should be interested in every aspect of the customer interaction with the firm 
and the use of our products or consumption of our services.
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When our focus shifts from functionality to customer satisfaction, we encompass 
every stage of the customer experience from recognition of need to the memory of the 
experience long after the service was consumed or the product disposed of. If in six 
months or six years, the customer was asked to reflect on their experience – what would 
they say? That needs to be our measure of the quality of the experience.

While we would always argue that value is in the eyes of the beholder, it is not 
difficult to ascertain from current and past customers what they valued in the overall 
experience. We need to move beyond solving the problem to looking at emotional 
impact, time expended, expense and physical characteristics of the experience. 

What we need to recognize is that customers put a ‘value’ on many attributes of an 
experience. I would argue that my time is of very high value, thus the time consumed 
in searching for information, evaluating a product or service, travelling to the point 
of supply, purchasing time and taking delivery is of extreme interest. Time I consider 
wasted because the information was not easily available, poorly presented or difficult to 
interpret or not easily evaluated is annoying to me. 

On the other hand, I may find the shopping experience not only useful but enjoyable. 
Knowledgeable, efficient, friendly and readily available assistance when I am seeking 
clarification or purchasing can make all the difference to the purchasing experience. 

For some customers, other dimensions of the shopping experience are important. They 
might value safety and accessibility or find the time shopping entertaining, educational, 
enjoyable, friendly and so on. The psychological dimension of the experience can have 
great meaning for some customers and they may make their purchase choices based on 
some of these dimensions when there is little to choose between the functional aspects 
of the product or service. 

We see these dimensions play out continually in the case of restaurants. You often 
see two restaurants side by side and yet one is full and the other empty, even though the 
food served and prices are reasonably equivalent. Customers value their experience. 

We don’t all value the same experience. I may like a quiet restaurant but others 
might like the energy and buzz of a crowded one. I may prefer to shop in a super store 
while others may prefer the intimacy of the boutique shop. I may prefer the self learning 
manual while others prefer the face to face classes. 
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The message here is that it is really all about the customer and what they want and 
what works for them. Once you know who your ideal customer is, you need to find 
out what they value and what their overall needs are rather than try to second guess 
it. Customer feedback across the entire customer experience is a necessary part of our 
marketing strategy. Unless we know what the customer requirements are, we can’t 
improve our service to ensure we are delivering the best customer experience we can. 

On Reflection

Some time after the actual use experience has commenced and certainly after it 
has ended, the customer will evaluate their customer experience. They may not do 
this explicitly or even consciously, but it will happen anyway. Sometimes it happens 
when they are confronted with a similar problem or need. Often, it occurs when another 
person asks them for a recommendation or expresses a similar problem which prompts 
the customer to refer to their own buying decision and customer experience. 

What will they do or what would they say?

This is the time when they reflect on what they expected and their actual experience. 
To the extent they had a customer experience which met their expectations, the chances 
are that they will buy the same product or service again or recommend the vendor to 
another. 

If, however, their experience was different from their expectations, their repeat 
purchase decision or their recommendation might be different. 

Basically, we as a vendor are at the mercy of the prior customer. That being the case, it 
is critical to know what they are thinking and what their intentions and recommendations 
are. Armed with this data, we are in a much better position to know if we are on the right 
track or whether remedial work is required.
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A Call To Action

Once we fully appreciate the steps or stages of the customer experience, we have at 
our disposal a very valuable framework for improving customer satisfaction. Instead of 
an overall ‘satisfaction’ value, we can now break this down into a series of components, 
each of which can be assessed and, hopefully, improved. 

The buying experience is a sequence of stages. As vendors we often place a high 
emphasis on use, that is, problem fit, but often neglect the other experience stages. What 
we need to do is examine each stage and ensure we can deliver a good experience. Keep 
in mind that the most important element in achieving a satisfactory experience at each 
stage is the expectation of the customer. We should start our investigation by examining 
what the customer expects compared to what they experienced in each stage of the 
customer experience. We can have the greatest impact on better customer experience 
by ensuring that what we deliver is what is expected. This applies in all stages of the 
experience; information search, evaluation, purchase, delivery, use and so on. If the 
expectation is incorrect or misinformed, our marketing task is to reset it so that it better 
aligns with what we actually deliver.

Our next activity should be to make each stage of the customer experience efficient 
for the customer. We need to understand how customers approach each element of the 
experience and find out what we can do to improve the experience. 

We may have different groups of customers who require different types of experience. 
Instead of a ‘one size fits all’, we need to identify each group and ascertain what their 
requirements are and see if we can package our product and service in such a way that 
different groups can readily follow the path which best suits their requirements. 

In taking a broad view of customer experience we should have a number of objectives:

• We want our ideal customer to quickly identify us as a probable vendor, if not the 
best choice.

• We should create an environment where the evaluation process is, not only efficient 
but comprehensive, enabling the customer to quickly come to the conclusion that 
we can meet the need or solution requirements.

• We want to ensure that where we cannot meet the requirement, those customers 
are able to ascertain that information efficiently.
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• The purchase itself should be efficient if not enjoyable. 
• At the time of use or consumption, we want the customer to completely satisfy 

their need or resolve their problem. To do this effectively, we need to ensure that 
we clearly set out what problems we solve so that we have an alignment between 
the problem or need the customer has and the solution we provide. 

• Our support, help, supplements, repair and disposal offerings need to align with 
our customers’ expectations. 

• Our complaint handling process needs to respect the customer’s expectation and 
provide a timely and equitable result. 

At the end of the customer experience, we want the customer to want to buy from us 
again if they have the same need or a new need which we can resolve. We also want to 
be the vendor of choice if the customer is asked for a recommendation. If possible, we 
would like our customer to be proactive in communicating their positive experience to 
others. 

What we do know is that high growth is directly related to repeat sales and referral 
rates.  Our profitability and resilience is directly related to the level of customer experience 
we achieve. While it is near impossible to reach 100% positive customer experiences, 
we should aim to gain the approval of all but the most unreasonable customers.
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Chapter 8: Optimise Lead Generation

Our capability to grow is constrained by our ability to efficiently generate the volume 
and quality of enquiries we need to meet our growth targets. Few firms have well 
tuned lead generation processes and yet this is a fundamental objective of marketing. 
Optimising lead generation is a priority for a high growth firm. 

When it comes to individual or organizational purchases of expensive, complex 
items, the customer will normally undertake an extensive search for information and 
proceed only after a thorough evaluation of the alternatives and an understanding that 
they have a reasonable probability they will achieve the outcomes they seek. If such a 
purchase occurs infrequently, it is unlikely the customer will have built up the knowledge 
and experience to know what to buy and which vendor to use. 

Complex items tend to evolve over time and therefore prior experience may not be 
very useful in a new purchase decision. Underlying technology is changing constantly, 
applicable regulations evolve, environmental conditions change and our own 
circumstances can alter over time. For many complex items, innovations in features 
and functions are a matter of fact. Some products disappear and new products enter 
the market. Even if the decision was similar to one made in the past, much of the prior 
information used will be out of date and the performance of new products is likely to be 
substantially different from an earlier purchase made many years before. 

It is highly unlikely that the customer will be able to assess all the available 
information on their own without assistance or input from the vendors, especially with 
highly technical solutions. With many large, complex purchases, the problems being 
solved are often ill defined or need greater clarification. Sometimes the customer finds 
that exposure to new information throws up a greater set of choices than anticipated 
which compels the customer to investigate further. 

One of the problems customers face with large, complex purchases is that there 
are normally many tradeoffs to be made. Even though the basic need can be met by 
many vendors, as the investigation proceeds, a large number of marginal benefits are 
uncovered, however, not every vendor offers the same features, functions or content 
in their product or service offerings. The buy decision process then requires a much 
more complex evaluation than first considered and this can itself delay the purchase or 
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involve greater interaction between the vendors and the customer while they evaluate 
the alternatives. 

Vendors involved in selling complex expensive products or services know that most 
customers do not have a well defined set of needs or an up to date knowledge of the 
choices available. In many complex purchase decisions, the vendor anticipates they will 
need to provide some education and/or consulting to enable the customer to refine what 
they need and understand what the vendor has to offer. 

During this initial interaction with the vendor, some customers will decide to defer 
their purchase while they consider more thoroughly what their needs are. Others will 
recognize that they have misunderstood the urgency of their requirements and that they 
do not want the item, or at least, not at this point in time. Others will see that the vendor 
does not offer what they are seeking.

Where the customer removes themselves from the enquiry process, we class this 
as a ‘withdrawal’. Some of these prospects will establish their needs in the future and 
are still worth monitoring. Such prospects need to go into a hold or monitoring status 
for later follow up. They might be scheduled for regular contact and/or registered for a 
vendor newsletter or included in future events. 

There are some situations where the vendor decides they do not want to sell to a 
specific customer, perhaps because they suspect a bad customer experience or they don’t 
expect to receive the full value for their sale. At other times, the vendor will recognize 
that the customer is unrealistic in their requirements in terms of specifications or price 
and decide not to engage with the prospect further. These prospects are ‘rejected’ and 
taken off the prospect list and would not normally be monitored. 

This two way evaluation is critical to the purchase and sale process but in many 
cases it is inefficient, resulting in the customer or vendor wasting considerable resources 
during the courting process. An over enthusiastic salesperson might continue to work 
with a prospect hoping to talk them into a sale. Customers who find out very late in the 
process that they have expended significant time and effort working with a vendor only 
to discover the vendor cannot satisfy their needs may well blame the vendor and voice 
their dissatisfaction to others. The vendor as a consequence suffers a negative impact 
on their reputation.
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A vendor who discovers, after spending considerable time and effort on a possible 
sale, that they cannot satisfy the need has a significant economic loss. Not only have 
they incurred expenses for no gain but they have failed to devote those resources to a 
prospect who would have purchased. The efficiency of the entire process is thus critical 
to the overall productivity of the marketing and sales process. 

Vendors who are in this type of sales situation have to manage their leads through 
a qualification process which is often referred to as a lead pipeline. The lead being 
the identified prospect who has signaled an interest in buying from the vendor. The 
pipeline refers to the process of moving the customer through a series of steps to assist 
in making the sale, often referred to as the ‘close’ or ‘closing the sale’. The pipeline has 
two major segments, the first part, ‘lead generation’, starts with a registered enquiry and 
then evaluates or qualifies the lead to a point where the prospect is said to be ‘sale ready’ 
or a ‘qualified lead. The second stage, ‘lead qualification’, takes the qualified sale ready 
lead and progresses it to a sale. 

In this chapter I will deal with lead generation and in the next chapter, lead 
qualification.

A complex sale process which requires an extensive interaction between customer 
and vendor is usually referred as a lead pipeline or lead conversion process. The process 
starts with an enquiry from a prospective customer, ‘the prospect’. It progresses through 
various stages of information gathering, clarification of needs, vendor proposal of a 
solution, cost estimate, conditions of sale and so on until a purchase order is received 
and a sale is made. The number of steps or stages varies with the complexity of the 
problem, the degree of clarification and matching required and the formality of the 
customer and vendor processes. 

A typical model for this process is given below:
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(Source: http://b2bleadblog.com/2006/01/podcasts_vs_web.html Accessed 2nd march 2011).
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You can see from the model that the customer enters the pipeline as an enquiry, 
progresses to a lead, becomes sales ready and finally is classified as a qualified prospect. 
The final stage is to close the sale.

The generally accepted boundary between marketing and sales is the conversion 
point to ‘sale ready lead’. That is, the role of marketing is to generate enquiries and 
progress these through to the point where the prospect is ready to deal with the near-term 
purchase of specific products or services. The role of sales is to take these sale ready 
prospects and progress them to customer status – that is, to close the sale. Marketing 
manages the market interface (one to many potential customers), sales manages the 
customer relationship (one to one relationship). 

Lead Generation

Enquiries and leads have various levels of quality depending on their likely conversion 
to a sale ready prospect. The more knowledge the prospect has of the company and its 
products and services, the more likely they are to have chosen a vendor who can satisfy 
their needs. At the same time, the more clarity the prospect has of their needs, the more 
likely they will have pre-qualified the vendor prior to communicating with them and the 
easier it will be for the marketing process to qualify them. 

In order to progress an enquiry to a sales ready lead, the vendor has to devote 
some level of resources. The more they need to educate and consult with the prospect, 
the more resources they use up in qualifying them. Prospects may be rejected, may 
withdraw or are stalled. Rejected prospects are those which the vendor informs they 
cannot meet their requirements. Withdrawn prospects are those who recognize that the 
vendor cannot meet their requirements, at least not at present.  Stalled prospects are 
those who fail to be progressed by the vendor and stay in the pipeline system neither 
moving forward nor withdrawing. 

Poor lead generation systems fail to produce sufficient enquiries, generate too many 
low quality enquiries, allow prospects to progress too far before rejection or withdrawal 
or have too many stalled prospects who clog up the system. 

An efficient lead generation system generates an adequate supply of high quality 
enquires, supports quick rejection and withdrawal and has no stalled prospects. 
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Moving towards a more efficient lead generation system improves marketing 
productivity which means that additional growth can be funded and supported.

For example:

While the number of qualified leads exiting the pipeline may be the same in both 
lead pipelines, the inefficient pipeline wastes considerable resources progressing poor 
enquiries and fails to reject or withdraw prospects which the vendor cannot assist. 

Enquiry Generation

Much of the marketing budget is devoted to generating enquiries – no enquiries, no 
prospects and no sales. A marketing program might involve many activities including 
advertising, exhibitions, internet marketing, tele-sales and so on. This is the point where 
the individual or organization recognizes that the vendor may be able to offer a solution 
to a need or problem and either initiates or responds to a contact with the vendor. 
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It is at this point where getting the message right, defining who you are, what you do and 
which problems you solve is critical. Poorly constructed, misleading or wrong messages 
allow too many poor enquiries to be generated. Even when they present themselves to 
the system as enquiries, prospects can be led through a self directed information search 
to better qualify themselves. Too many vendors pass leads to marketing personnel too 
early in the process where automated systems could self screen prospects.  

The purpose of brochures, web content, articles and case studies should be to enable 
the more obviously inappropriate prospects to withdraw. It is just as important for the 
vendor to state what they don’t do as to say what they do. It is important that the vendor 
provides a good description of their ideal customer so the prospect can opt in or out. 

(Source: http://www.startwithalead.com/downloads/
StartWithALeadEBook.pdf Accessed 17th January 2011)
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If it becomes clear to the prospect that the vendor cannot assist them and they can 
establish this themselves, this is a highly efficient mechanism for the vendor. At the 
same time, a prospect who sees a clear match between the problems which the vendor 
addresses and the need they are resolving can progress more rapidly to becoming a 
qualified lead.  

The objective behind the lead generation program should be to attract the right 
enquiries and deter the wrong ones. Too often lead generation programs are set up to 
generate numbers rather than quality. The system needs to be able to distinguish between 
genuine potential buyers and others. As long as the system has no self regulation or self 
qualification, the quality will be low.

You only have to man an exhibition stand to see the level of activity of non-buyers. 
Brochures are collected by students, academics, analysts, competitors, friends of 
employees, brochure collectors, low level employees, overseas attendees, organizers, 
service providers, consultants and so on. At the same time, we often fail to capture 
information on the genuine buyer. All too often we encourage people to take a brochure 
without in anyway soliciting their level of interest or finding out what their purpose is. 

Many salespeople seem to take the attitude that a successful event is measured in 
the number of brochures which are given away. Yet many brochures are not designed 
to solicit interest, they are merely product specifications. Alternatively, they are 
motherhood statements which fail to assist the customer. Initial brochures should be 
designed to assist the customer to refine their requirements and allow them to opt in or 
out of further communications. Instead, many vendors dump material on the prospect 
hoping that something will stick. 

I have seen numerous exhibits which collect business cards, sometimes for prizes, 
without in any way qualifying the level of interest or the background of the attendee. 
This then results in large numbers of contacts which have to be followed up. Then there 
is the tendency to give away items as mementos, usually branded stationery, toys or 
gifts. Often these are given away without any effort to collect the names of the recipients. 

I recall being at a Chicago exhibition for paint and coatings noting the absence of 
visitors to a large exhibition stand next to ours. Not being from the industry, I had no 
idea what they did as it was not obvious to me from the signage on the stand. At one 
point, they received five large cartons of golf umbrellas branded with their logo. Within 
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two minutes they had about 100 people on the stand collecting umbrellas which they 
simply handed out. Two minutes later, with all the cartons empty and no umbrellas left, 
the stand was again empty of attendees. Our team all collected umbrellas but we still 
didn’t understand what they did. What a waste, but it is not unusual.

Attracting The Right Leads

While it is important that we collect enquiries, it is critical that we aim our lead 
generation strategies at the places where our target customer lives, works, reads, shops, 
associates, visits etc. It is critical that we encourage the right prospects and discourage 
the wrong ones. We also should be asking of our prospects that they engage with us by 
putting some effort into the process rather than just taking what we can throw at them 
hoping something will stick. 

A genuine prospect will have something to say about their needs, timescale, budget 
and the process they are using to determine the purchase. We need to develop a filter 
system which can be applied systematically, hopefully automatically, to allow the time 
wasters, brochure hunters and the curious, to receive the information they want at least 
cost to the vendor while allowing more genuine enquiries to progress. While there is 
always the danger of rejecting a genuine prospect, the costs of spending too much effort 
on non-prospects must be fully evaluated.

Prospects who do not wish to engage by discussing their needs or providing some 
information about themselves or their organization are usually not sale ready. They are 
often too low in the organization to have any real impact on the decision or do not yet 
have an urgent need. These can always be put into the passive contact database and 
kept informed through newsletters. When their need is more urgent or they are ready to 
engage at a more intense level, you already have some details.

The key to prospecting is to spend your resources on the most likely prospects, those 
who have current needs which best fit your solutions. 

Prospects who complete diagnostics, questionnaires and surveys or who use on-line 
simulations or review explanatory videos are much more engaged in the information 
search process. A prospect with a genuine interest will be willing to invest time and 
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effort into the engagement. You need to provide these activities both to educate and 
screen prospects. 

Rather than use your best sales staff to undertake screening at this point, pass this to 
a telesales or internet help desk to process. You can also set up a list of activities which 
you want the prospect to undertake in order to further screen them. 

Websites often offer the prospect the ability to register to receive a newsletter or to 
request information. These are very useful tools for developing a database of contacts. 
You can then use these to prompt more detailed enquiries about their needs. A site which 
encourages a prospect to contact the vendor needs to be assured that they will receive a 
reply within a reasonable period, perhaps within a couple of days. The number of times 
I have made contact with a vendor using such a facility and not received a reply would 
be too many to keep track of. Even more annoying are those which have an automatic 
reply which tells you someone will respond soon but never do. 

I was recently attempting to purchase a specific type of cleaning product but found 
that it could only be purchased from a local agent. You are asked to submit your name 
and address and the vendor arranges for a local agent to contact you. To my amazement, 
no one ever did but there was no other way of buying the product. Not only did this 
waste my time but, clearly, the lack of follow up meant that the vendor would lose a lot 
of potential sales and hurt their reputation. 

Telesales can solicit personal and organizational information, details of current 
products or systems, description of need or problem, any formal buying process to be 
undertaken, other products or services previously used and the level of satisfaction with 
them, timescales, budget and so on. Providing this is done in the right manner, this can be 
seen to be assisting the prospect by ensuring that the next level of contact is appropriate 
for their needs. Thus a prospect who needs help in defining needs might be passed 
to a pre-sale consultant. A prospect who needs finance might be passed to a financial 
consultant or sent information on obtaining finance. It is important to systematically 
move the prospect through the process rather than jump in and try to sell before they 
are qualified. If you don’t know what they want or whether they are ready to buy – why 
waste your best sales resources.

Low level marketing staff can ensure the prospect is provided with standard answers. 
This can also be done automatically through the website Q&A or a contact email 
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help desk. Information can be provided digitally keeping servicing costs low. Links 
can be provided to case studies, user manuals, explanatory videos, local exhibitions, 
product specifications and so on, all of which can help the prospect gather and evaluate 
information. As long as the prospect also has the opportunity of engaging at a higher 
level, many will appreciate being provided with information to help them better 
understand their own requirements and your capabilities before they engage at a more 
detailed level. 

There are many instances where we sell rather than letting the customer buy. If we 
can provide the information which the buyer needs to fully evaluate their requirements 
and enable them to determine that we have a match to their needs, there is no requirement 
for intervention. In fact, we see this happening more and more with internet purchases 
where the customer is able to undertake a process of information gathering and evaluation 
where they purchase without assistance. In many cases, sites provide design simulation, 
virtual tours, calculators, diagnostic tools and so on to assist prospects to clarify their 
requirements. These firms are using technology to do the qualification task for them in 
order to better optimize their marketing resources.

It is worth taking a step back and asking the following:

• What information do our prospects request and how can we make this available 
in an digital format?

• What information do we wish to release in a controlled manner and what do we 
need to know and/or verify before we do that? How can we better automate that 
process?

• What information do we want to collect from the prospect to allow us to better 
evaluate them as a prospect? How could we do this automatically?

• How can we better assist the prospect to clarify their requirements before they 
engage more actively with us? 

• How can we ascertain the urgency and priority of the purchase decision so that 
we can channel the prospect into active or passive status?

• What objections do we get and how can we better address these through marketing 
collateral and Q&A content?

• If we are to engage in a conversation with a prospect, what information should we 
be gathering and how can we do this on a systematic and consistent basis?

• How can we better inform the prospect that we are not the right choice of vendor 
where we clearly are unable to meet the prospect’s needs?

Chapter 8: Optimise 
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Progressing The Lead

In a lead generation system we need to have a systematic process for progressing the 
enquiry through to a sale ready lead. To do so, we need to identify what information we 
need to gather and evaluate in order to undertake a proper qualification.

The next step would be to identify how we collect the information. There could be a 
number of ways in which the enquiry enters our lead system and each one may have some 
level of information associated with it. A tele-sales lead may solicit some information 
before registering the lead. An internet enquiry may solicit different information, given 
that prospects are not interacting with an interviewer and their willingness to provide 
information may be limited. 

An enquiry generated at an exhibition may vary from a business card left on the stand 
to a prospect who saw a detailed presentation or demonstration. An enquiry through 
email might be limited to contact information or may simply request a brochure. 

Each enquiry should be registered and classified according to its quality and status. 
Once registered, it should be scheduled for follow up via email, phone call, tele-sales 
and so on. The purpose of the follow up should be to fill in the information necessary 
to properly ascertain the prospect’s needs and their sale ready status. Prospects who fail 
to engage in a dialogue should be set aside as inactive and put into a monitoring status. 

Prospects may be reluctant to provide personal or corporate information early in 
the interaction but the vendor should keep in mind the need to qualify the prospect 
so that resources are put into the most qualified prospects. Those prospects who are 
reluctant to engage should be channeled to more automated systems where they can 
gather information, undertake some level of evaluation themselves and be monitored 
periodically to see if they are ready to engage at a deeper level.

Always remember that you want your sales staff to spend their efforts on sale ready 
prospects. If they start spending time chasing unqualified enquiries, you are using skilled 
resources for what is often low skilled work. This is not an effective use of sales staff.

Monitoring the lead generation system will ascertain whether adequate numbers of 
enquiries are being received, enquiries are being progressed at a reasonable rate and 
the number of sale ready prospects is sufficient to drive the lead qualification program. 
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Some level of follow up of initial enquiries is required to ensure the system is working 
efficiently, that withdrawals are occurring for the right reasons, rejections are appropriate 
and those on hold or being monitored are being correctly classified. 
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Chapter 9: Improve Lead Qualification And 
Conversion

Lead qualification and conversion picks up where lead generation finishes. The 
efficiency with which sale ready leads are converted to sales is a very good measure of 
the efficiency of both marketing and sales. 

An efficient lead generation process provides a stream of high quality sales ready 
leads to the sales force. A sale ready lead should be an individual or organization which 
has been screened sufficiently to enable the vendor to know they have a need or problem 
which the vendor is likely to be able to address, are actively seeking a solution and have 
the capability and capacity to purchase. While this scenario is an ideal, it should be the 
objective of the lead generation system.

When a prospect is sale ready, the responsibility for progressing the lead passes from 
marketing to sales. Marketing is normally seen as the lead generation process while 
sales is seen as the transaction and relationship activity. However, these lines will blur 
from vendor to vendor depending on the nature of the product and service being sold, 
the extent of assistance the prospect needs to qualify their requirements and the size and 
complexity of the sale. 

In many cases, the marketing process is unable to engage the prospect at a personal 
level without the assistance of a salesperson or sales consultant. The prospect may need 
access to different vendor resources, such as estimators, pre-sales consultants, product 
demonstrators and so on. Sometimes these resources are better managed through the 
sales force than marketing. The sales person is the relationship manager for the sale and 
will guide the process through its various qualification and clarification stages until the 
sale is won or lost.

This process of moving the prospect towards a sale transaction is referred to as 
conversion. In large complex sales, the probability of reaching a purchase can often be 
estimated by reference to the stage in the process. Thus a process with 10 stages might 
increase the probability of the sale by 10% at each stage.

The process of staged conversion represents the information gathering, qualification 
and decision processes of the customer as well as the vendor. The vendor is also trying 



121

HIGH GROWTH VENTURES

MARKETING
for

to ascertain whether the need or problem the prospect has fits with their own product 
and service offering. The vendor wishes to discover price expectations and budget 
availability to ascertain whether there is a fit with the vendor’s offering. The vendor 
also wants to ascertain customer timescales in order to estimate the amount of vendor 
resource which would need to be available in order to provide a solution within the 
timescales of the buyer. 

The number of stages and the activities associated with each stage will differ from 
vendor to vendor, although very similar processes tend to exist within all vendors in the 
same industry.

For example:

Step  Status Description % Close
1 Lead Sales lead 1
2 Needs Need qualification 5
3 Objections Objections cleared 10
4 Budget Budget for purchase established 12
5 Authority Procurement process established 

with buyer group roles defined.
13

6 Testimonials Testimonials and case studies 15

7 Demonstration Initial demonstration 20
8 User Visit User site visit 30
9 Final 

Demonstration
Full demonstration 35

10 Request for 
Proposal

Proposal request received 40

11 Quotation Proposal submitted 60
12 Preferred Preferred supplier status 80
13 Accepted Proposal accepted 85
14 Signoff Internal signoff 90
15 Agreement Agreed price and delivery 95
16 Contract Contract negotiation 96
17 Approval Contract approval 97

Chapter 9: Improve Lead 
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Step  Status Description % Close
18 Approved Agreed Contracts 99

19 (Final) Completed Payment 100

The number of steps, the nature of the activity, level of resources devoted to each 
step will vary by vendor. This will be influenced by the nature of the product and service 
offered and the type of customer served. Where the vendor is dealing with government 
or large formal organizations, some of the steps will be dictated by the formal processes 
of the customer. 

The successive steps should improve the probability of a sale. At each step, the 
requirements for progressing the sale should be clearly understood internally and can 
often be shared with the customer. In other words, you might state to the customer what 
the next step is and clarify the timescale and level of commitment to move to the next 
step. Each step further commits the vendor and the customer. 

The purpose of this staged process is to ensure that mistakes are not made by the 
vendor in progressing the sale, resources are not wasted in unnecessary activity and 
greater resources are only allocated to the customer when the prospect is more qualified. 
Too often sales staff offer expensive activities before establishing the ground work. 
They offer time consuming activities before they have all the information necessary to 
make the stage effective or without clarifying whether the prospect has the budget or 
timescales which justify the vendor’s efforts. 

This lead conversion process allows the vendor to forecast the level of sales knowing 
the likely time between each step and the number of prospects who will progress from 
stage to stage. If there are more prospects than the business can accommodate, the 
screening can be tightened up so that only the more qualified pass to future steps. If 
there are too few qualified leads entering the system, the vendor needs to ramp up the 
lead generation activity. 

This process also enables much more formal sales force management where 
salespeople track progress and report on a frequent basis the stage of progress and the 
actions they are taking to move prospects along the process. It enables sales management 
to pick up on salespeople who are not achieving sufficient progress and provides an 
opportunity for additional training or additional support. 
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The staged approach is designed to increase the qualification level as well as ensure 
rejection if a fit is not possible. Hanging onto a prospect where the end result is a likely 
withdrawal or rejection makes little sense. Holding onto a prospect which uses up 
resources but isn’t moving forward is also a waste of resources. 

There is no one-size-fits-all staged process. The order of the stages may be different 
depending on the nature of the product or service and the cost expended in each stage. 
Thus, instead of a face to face interview, an on-line demonstration given to a large 
audience might be a better and more efficient way of qualifying prospects. 

At each stage, the process should specify the ideal information which should be 
collected from the prospect before committing to an activity. The sales process should 
identify the objectives the firm wishes to achieve at each stage. At the same time, the 
prospect should be asked what they expect to achieve at each stage. If there is a mismatch 
between the expectations of the prospect and that of the vendor, this should be resolved 
before the activity is undertaken. It may be that stages can be skipped if the right input 
is received or, sometimes, a prior stage may have to be repeated if the outcome was 
unsatisfactory to either party. 

For example: The demonstration

• Why is the demonstration being given?
• What objections need to be resolved during the demonstration? How will that be 

done?
• Who should attend the demonstration from the prospect and from the vendor? 

Why?
• What information needs to be collected from the prospect before the demonstration 

to ensure the right features and functions are shown?
• What is the prospect trying to establish from the demonstration? 
• How does the demonstration help the customer move the purchase decision 

forward?
• What else needs to be demonstrated to establish credibility, fit, robustness, design 

or quality?
• What information should be collected from the prospect during the demonstration?
• What outcome are you seeking from the demonstration and how will you achieve 

that?
• How will you use the demonstration to establish a competitive advantage?

Chapter 9: Improve Lead 
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• What risks is the prospect dealing with and how can the demonstration be used to 
uncover and resolve those?

• Where will you be vulnerable during the demonstration? How will you deal with 
these when they arise?

• What information do you need to proceed to the next stage?
• What can you do during this activity to provide a reason for the prospect to move 

forward to the next stage?

You could also establish, for each stage, the signals which you are seeking to establish 
commitment to the process and to qualify the prospect. At the same time, you should 
also establish which signals indicate that the prospect is not committed or has some 
other agenda. For example, the prospect may be favouring another solution but needs 
more evidence to reject yours. 

It is normally the case that the longer a prospect stays in the sales process, the less 
likely they are to buy. In many cases, this shows that they were not sales ready going 
into the process. Perhaps the wrong person from the prospect was involved, someone 
with little influence and no budget but keen to see the organization take on the solution. 
If there are too many levels of decision making, the decision can get sidelined by other 
more important activities. 

Sometimes momentum is lost through external factors over which the prospect and 
vendor have no control, such as a natural disaster or a family crisis. Rather than reject the 
prospect, they need to be moved to a holding point where regular contact is continued 
through newsletters and so on until the prospect is ready to move forward. There will be 
losses in the process which are neither rejections nor withdrawals, just a lack of progress 
leading to a lack of contact from the prospect. In these cases, these should be followed 
up on a regular basis to see if the contact can be reactivated. 

Always remember that even where a sale does not eventuate, you want to establish 
in the prospects mind what you are good at, what problems you solve and that you are 
a vendor worth working with. What you really want is a referral. Just because someone 
doesn’t buy does not mean they won’t refer you to others. Part of your objective during 
this process is to establish the referral possibility.
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Performance Management

The major purpose of a systematic staged lead conversion system is to be able to 
manage the progression of a sales lead through to a sale transaction. If you examine the 
history of any sales activity associated with large complex items, you will see that there 
is a definite path which the prospect follows to arrive at a decision to buy, withdraw 
or defer.  Based on this understanding, it is possible to construct a standard path and 
manage activities along that path.

What few salespeople appreciate is that there is a very high cost in pursuing prospects 
who will not buy. Not only are the sales staff devoting time and effort to an ultimately 
failed end but they are tying up other resources in pursuit of the prospect. There will be 
administrative activities, out of pocket travel and accommodation expenses, pre-sales 
consultants time and the opportunity cost of not pursuing better prospects. 

Many sales people chase the size of the order instead of the probability of making 
the sale. They will spend an inordinate amount of time on one very large order which 
may have a very small chance of success simply because the commission is huge if it 
succeeds. However, with low rates of success, this can tie up significant resources for 
little end result.

Also, salespeople have a tendency to jump further up the process in the hope of 
speeding up the deal not appreciating that the prospect usually has their own constraints 
and processes to work through. This often results in repeated activities as pre-requisite 
information has not been collected beforehand to make the activity meaningful. Thus is 
it important to stick to the process unless there is sufficient credible evidence to modify 
it. 

Managing stage by stage should enable the vendor to reject prospects at the earliest 
possible time before significant resources are expended. It is just as important to reject 
a poor fit as it is to advance a good fit. At the same time, you also want the prospect to 
withdraw early if they are not ready to proceed or if they find that they have requirements 
which the vendor cannot meet. 

An objective of prospect engagement is for the vendor to build up a cumulative 
knowledge of the prospect. At the same time, the prospect firms up their requirements. 
Few prospects come into the process with a fixed idea of their requirement or of the 
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final solution. During the process of interaction with the various vendors competing for 
the business, the prospect will gain a better understanding of the competitive landscape, 
understand better what is on offer and refine their requirements based on what new 
functionality and services are available. They also become more realistic as to what 
they can achieve with the available solutions. It is partly because of this learning process 
that the vendor creates the steps which the prospect will pass through. This limits the 
exposure of the vendor to withdrawals and rejections as well as ensuring the prospect 
becomes more committed to a solution.

Another reason for the staged approach from the vendor viewpoint is to manage sales 
resources. With a finite amount of resources in both sales and pre-sales capability, the 
vendor needs to allocate these to achieve the optimum outcome. They need to balance 
the requirement of progressing enough qualified leads to ensure sales targets while also 
devoting enough time to each stage to progress the best prospects. This is usually done 
by working with the sales people to ensure that they have adequate numbers of prospects 
at each stage in the process. 

For example, the ideal scenario might be 100 sales leads to 1 prospect in final 
agreement approval. The initial 100 could be allocated across all stages to show what 
number of prospects should, ideally, be managed at each stage. Thus, if there are 100 
new sales leads, there should be 40 at demonstration stage and 20 at RFP stage and so 
on. It is from this spread that the vendor can expect a steady stream of new sales. Any 
lumpiness in the process will result in lumpiness in the final sales figures. Too many 
sales leads will result in a dry patch of sales while too many in final closing stages will 
result in a dearth of sales some months out due to the lack of progress at intermediate 
stages. 

Each salesperson should be able to track every prospect in their pipeline and be 
able to state what has happened, what will happen next and when it will happen. They 
should be able to explain what they are doing to set up the next activity and how they are 
building support for the next step and steps beyond that. Where a prospect has stalled, 
sales management should review with the salesperson various actions which they can 
take and other resources which might be used to move the prospect along. It is only 
by regular and systematic review that progress can be assured and poor performance 
identified. 
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Salespersons who don’t follow the process can, in the end, undermine the entire 
business. More often than not, they set the wrong expectations, oversell the solution 
and/or waste valuable sales and marketing resources by pursuing the wrong prospect. 
There is nothing wrong with moving quickly through the process if everything is in 
order and there is full support from the prospect and the vendor management, but going 
it alone is usually a recipe for disaster.

Vendors also need to ensure that the mix of prospects is sufficient to meet sales 
objectives. While a few large speculative deals keep sales people energized, a healthy 
portfolio of smaller but high probability deals ensures that targets can be achieved. 

What vendors have to be very careful of is the salesperson who attempts to push the 
prospect to close the sale with a solution which is not best for the prospect. While this 
may result in a sale, it is almost certainly going to result in an unsatisfied customer with 
negative consequences for repeat sales and referrals business. 

A sales process which is managed properly builds confidence in the eyes of the 
prospect. They see a quality process which is addressing their concerns, validating their 
needs and offering solutions which meet their requirements. If they withdraw due to 
events outside their control or because other priorities have intervened, they do know 
they can come back and enter into the conversation again with confidence. If the vendor 
believes the prospect will have future potential, then treating them well during the sales 
engagement will allow them to build a positive relationship which they can nurture over 
time until the prospect is sales ready. 

As a vendor we want to build a referral base. Just because a prospect does not continue 
through to a sale does not mean they will not become a positive referral. Providing the 
prospect is treated well and gains a good understanding of what the vendor offers by 
way of solutions, they can become advocates of the vendor to other individuals and 
organizations looking for a solution. As a vendor, we should treat every prospect as a 
potential source of future leads.

What we know from the research into high performing ventures is that their level of 
repeat sales and referrals is considerably higher than those of low performing ventures. 
When you consider the sales pipeline process, you can quickly see that a positive 
recommendation or a prior satisfactory experience will fast track a prospect through the 
pipeline process. This results in a shorter sales cycle and considerably less sales resource 
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required to bring the prospect to a closed sale. Over time, this has a dramatic impact on 
the productivity of the marketing and sales activity. Any forced sale which undermines 
that objective can have significant long term implications for sales outcomes.

Review

Any sales process needs to be under constant review to ensure it is working 
efficiently and effectively, not just at the individual prospect and salesperson level but 
overall across sales and marketing. A regular review of the process and the outcomes 
can throw up problems and issues which need to be addressed either through additional 
sales training or improving the process itself. 

Consider the following research observations from CSO Insights from their 2009 
research:

“50.6% of organizations agree that they need improvement in 
understanding where they should be focusing their selling efforts.

Only 9.1% of organizations report that they are exceeding expectations when 
it comes to understanding which accounts to focus selling efforts on.

More than 40% (41.2%) of sales representatives are not making quota.

61.5% of sales revenue is generated by top 20% of sales reps.

27% of organizations report that analyzing their customers 
buying process was a top sales effectiveness initiative.

20% of organizations report that revising their sales tools to 
match buyer needs was a top sales effectiveness initiative.” 

(Source: http://www.primary-intel.com/increasing-sales-with-
buyer-personas/ Accessed 18th January 2011)

A formal process of lead pipeline management enables sales management to better 
manage sales resources, predict sales and subsequent cash flow and compare sales 
performance against targets. 
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After The Sale

Many sales people think their job is done as soon as the agreement is signed but 
without a proper handover to the post-sale activity, serious problems can occur in the 
customer relationship. Throughout the sale process, the salesperson will be creating 
expectations in the mind of the customer. These will greatly influence the customer 
experience when delivery and use occurs. 

Part of the handover process from sales to post-sales is a detailed understanding of 
what has been purchased by the customer but especially, what else has been promised 
or can be expected based on representations from sales and pre-sales activities. Often 
the salesperson will embellish the product or services purchased to get the sale. This 
then creates a serious problem for post-sales who somehow have to live with unrealistic 
expectations or reset the customer’s expectations. Either way, the result is not going to 
be a happy one for the vendor and the customer. 

Since this is not uncommon, part of the sale process needs to be documentation of 
what the customer has purchased and what they expect. This needs to be checked by 
sales management and, perhaps, by post-sales management to ensure that expectations 
can be met. 

Once the sale moves into post-sale, a system also needs to track the sale or project 
through its various stages to ensure that expectations are fully met. In many cases this 
will be a process of product delivery and receipt confirmation. At other times, there 
could be an extensive services and product delivery project with multiple stages. The 
key to customer satisfaction is for all parties to understand what is expected and how 
and when delivery will occur. The project needs to be tracked through its various stages 
to ensure that each stage is properly managed and signed off by the customer. 

Problems which occur post-sales which can be tracked back to failures of the sales 
process should be used to refine the lead conversion process as well as provide data to 
evaluate individual sales and pre-sales staff performance. 

Unless the customer can be taken through the entire customer experience with a 
reasonable level of satisfaction, the objective of achieving a subsequent sale or positive 
referral is unlikely to occur. 
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Who Owns The Prospect

One of the biggest mistakes which vendors make is to allow the salesperson to 
fully control the prospect relationship. While it is important for the prospect to have an 
identified point of contact with the vendor, this should not be at the expense of the on-
going relationship. What we always have to keep in mind is that sales people move on 
or are sometimes unavailable to progress a sale through events over which they have no 
control or due to normal vacation and corporate events. 

We often hear of salespeople leaving one vendor to go to a competitor and taking all 
the good prospects which them. This is a danger to any vendor but is made much worse 
when the vendor has done nothing to prevent the loss of contact. If a succession plan is 
not in place and the information on the status of the sale is not documented and available 
to the sales management, one can only blame the vendor for mismanagement.

Apart from proper tracking of a prospect interaction, one of the major benefits of a 
customer relationship management system (CRM) is to provide a documented history 
of the prospect so that another person can pick up the pieces and continue with the sales 
process. 

It is critical in a sales process that it is understood that the vendor owns the prospect 
and not the salesperson. That is, prospects are assigned to salespersons, even if the 
lead is initiated by the salesperson. The relationship is documented with sufficient 
information for someone to follow up the lead if the assigned salesperson has left the 
vendor’s employment or is unavailable to progress the sale or to follow up on a request 
from the prospect. 

The vendor should also endeavor to add additional contacts to the relationship as 
it progresses. A pre-sales consultant might be included in the relationship or a sales 
demonstrator. At some point, a sales manager might arrange to meet the prospect if the 
sale is a significant one.  While the salesperson would manage these interactions, they 
do give the vendor a method of picking up the relationship if they need to move it to 
another salesperson. 

Also remember that a similar problem can occur with organizational prospects where 
the lead contact is moved internally or leaves the organization. As soon as possible, the 
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vendor should establish other contacts within the prospect organization so that the sales 
process can progress in the absence of the initial contact. 

Lost Sales Analysis

No system is perfect and any process which involves the interaction of buyer and 
seller is going to be subject to many internal and external influences. While you might 
guess why you won a deal or lost a deal, unless you are systematically collecting data in 
an independent manner, you are just guessing. Only by undertaking a proper analysis of 
what went right and what went wrong, can you develop a consistent and logical process 
of improvement in your marketing and sales activity. 

All too often sales people quickly forget the lost or forgotten prospect knowing that 
their rewards are in the ones they close. They are more than willing to talk enthusiastically 
about the wins but have little interest in those they lose. However, what this fails to 
capture is why they won or why they lost, both of which can help improve the process 
and the competitive position.

Just because we win business does not mean there is nothing to learn. The reasons 
for winning are a valuable input into the sales process. After all, you may have won 
because the others lost. It may be that you did the least worst sale process. The buyer 
may well have wanted to buy something else but for various reasons was not able to. 
Perhaps the other vendor was not available within the timescales, not able to resource 
the project or had a salesperson who could not convince other decision makers.

At the same time, you may have lost when you should have won. There are many 
occasions when a buyer has a preference for a specific product or vendor but the vendor 
does something or offers something which puts the buyer off or, for whatever reason, is 
unable to fulfill the requirement at that point in time. 

Some of the benefits of conducting a win/loss analysis are:

• Understand what features and functions or strategies win business.
• Find out what missing features and functions lose business.
• Discover whether the messages you communicate are received as you intended.
• Identify the expectations of prospects and compare these to what you anticipated.
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• Undertake a competitive review. What are the competitors doing which you are 
not? What do the competitors have or do which is winning them business? When 
are you winning against competitors and why?

• Review your sales process to discover if it could be improved.
• Review individual salesperson performance to see if additional training is required 

or if they have the aptitude and attitude for the task.
• Learn more about when you should reject a prospect.
• Find out if you are rejecting prospects when you should not be.
• Follow up on wins to improve the customer relationship. 

In a win/loss situation, you effectively have four outcomes; reject, withdrawn, won 
and lost. Your analysis should sample each of these groups to discover insights into your 
process and market position.

When someone withdraws from the sales process, they decline to be involved further. 
They leave the process at their instigation. The question clearly should be – why? More 
specifically, did they leave in a situation where they should have been retained? 

What we want to find out is whether their withdrawal reflected in any way on the 
quality of our process. In a staged process, we can determine when they withdrew and 
from our information, we can see the events leading up to the withdrawal and what 
we knew about them at the time. If at that stage, we still thought they were a good 
prospect, then what did we not find out or were there external events which caused them 
to withdraw?

We particularly want to know if we could have predicted their withdrawal earlier 
in the process. Since each stage in the pipeline has a cumulative cost, could we have 
encouraged the withdrawal earlier, thus saving resources for better prospects?

Rejects occur when we withdraw from the process. That is, we actively encourage 
the prospect to go away, usually because we are not able to satisfy their requirements. 
Sometimes, we discourage prospects because we think they are wasting our time, using 
us to beat up the competition who they really want to buy from or because they are 
simply not in a position to consummate a sale, even when they insist they are. 

A follow up interview can enable us to find out if our decision was correct. While it is 
difficult to engage in a conversation with someone you have pushed out of the process, 
neglected or refused to engage with, it does pay some dividends. If you have incorrectly 
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rejected them, you do have the opportunity of reengaging. You also can validate your 
decision if your decision was correct. What is critical is that you fine tune your decision 
process so that you build up a set of triggers or signals which provide early warning of 
wasted effort. In essence, what you are setting up is a negative check list – if any of 
the following occur, review whether the prospect should be rejected, discouraged or 
pressured to engage more positively. 

The lost sale is an obvious target for follow up. You clearly want to know what 
you did wrong, if anything. The competitive analysis information which comes from 
understanding what the competitor did to win the business is invaluable. While there 
will always be situations where the competitor had better features, functionality and 
service offering, it is important to continually validate what they have or do which 
wins business to see if you can improve your own position in these areas. You also 
wish to find out whether you could have competed effectively on the elements which 
won the deal for the competitor. If you have the right offering but this was not properly 
communicated, that is very valuable feedback. 

In a lost sale interview, it is worth reviewing the sequence of events up to the loss to 
see if you handled the process correctly in the earlier stages. Did you collect the right 
information, respond correctly, conduct your self appropriately, offer the right level of 
information and support and properly interpret the needs of the prospect? 

Generally, prospects who buy from a competitor will provide a frank assessment 
of your performance if they have been treated well during the process and you have 
retained their respect. While not all will comment on the competitor offering, they will 
normally give good feedback on your own process, especially if they understand the 
purpose of the interview is to enable you to improve your sales process and product and 
service offering. You especially want to know if you could have won the business if you 
had done something better or had presented your proposal differently. Sometimes the 
competitor salesperson will tell you why you lost. 

The win interview can be very instructive. You do want to know why you won and, 
rather than take the salesperson word for it, find out directly from the customer. There 
may be aspects of the deal which the salesperson was not aware of and the reason for 
the win may not be superior product or salesperson skill. Again, you do want to know 
what you did right absolutely and compared to the competition. Even if you won the 
deal, find out what you did wrong, as few interactions are without fault even if you were 
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successful in the end. Most customers will tell you why you won and often will provide 
good feedback on competitors. 

If you find out you had a winning feature, function or approach, this information may 
be used to fine tune your marketing message so that you can exploit the advantage more. 
If there were customer requirements which you addressed in a better manner than your 
competitors, you might want to feed this back to your sales force. 

Your customer has an investment in you being successful and so you should use this 
opportunity to find out what you could do better, what additional features or functions 
or services would have improved your offering or what you could have done to better 
address the needs of the customer. You also want to know if you could have been more 
efficient in your process. So, were there things you could have done earlier in the process 
which could have made the interaction more efficient or reduced the overall cycle time 
of the sale?

Undertaking win/loss interviews is not easy. It is very easy to be brushed aside by the 
prospect or be given a standard answer just to get rid of you. It requires a professional 
approach and one where the ego of the salesperson or their reputation can be put aside. 
Sales people themselves are too emotionally involved to undertake this process and are 
reluctant to step back into a relationship if it has not generated a sale. Also, it is hard to 
ask a prospect to comment on the sales process if they have negative comments but must 
make them to the person they wish to criticize. 

The interview process itself needs to be carefully thought out and standardized. 
Perhaps different interviews for each of the groups; withdrawn, rejected, won and lost. 
It needs to be done by someone familiar with the products and services being sold and 
with the vendor operations, especially the sales process. Many vendors use an outside 
agency to conduct the analysis believing that prospects will be more open to someone 
not from the vendor. If undertaken by someone from the vendor, it is probably best 
done by someone who was not involved in the sales process, possibly someone from 
marketing or finance.  

Preparation for the interview should start with a review of the original sales activity 
and the notes made by the sales and pre-sales staff. The interviewer then has a background 
from which to undertake the interview. One of the items on the list to analyze is the 
accuracy of the sales notes. This is especially interesting in light of the way the prospect 
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sees the same activity from their side. Much can be learned from viewing the sales 
process from the prospect viewpoint. 

A lead conversion process needs to be reviewed on a regular basis as the vendor and 
competitors change their offerings. By bringing prospects and customers into the review 
process, the vendor has the best chance of refining and optimizing their lead conversion 
system. 
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Chapter 10: Continue To Engage The 
Customer 

Every customer should be considered your salesperson. You want them to come 
back and buy again and again of their own freewill. You need to see them as your 
ambassadors, telling others how good you are and becoming part of your marketing 
machine. The active ones will be taking the initiative in telling others while the passive 
ones will refer you when asked for a recommendation. So the key question is – what 
does it take to turn a customer into your unpaid salesperson?

The first requirement is obvious; they need to have a customer experience with 
you which is satisfactory. Very satisfactory is even better. But unless their first or 
last experience with you is satisfactory, you can hardly expect them to buy again or 
recommend you. If you always keep in mind that your current customer is your future 
salesperson, you can see why the entire customer experience is important. It is not the 
objective of marketing to just get the sale. A significant part of the customer experience 
only commences once the sale has been made. They still have to use the product or 
consume the service and possibly use various forms of post-sale support. 

Will they think of you as a supplier when they are next faced with the same need? 
What will their attitude be to you some time long after their last purchase? In fact, think 
long term. What would they say about you 3, 6 or 18 months after the purchase?

Next, it would be to your advantage for them to have some level of engagement with 
you to keep their experience alive and to keep reminding them of who you are and what 
you do. Not every customer will want to be kept informed or involved, but many will 
appreciate the contact. If the engagement level brings additional value to the customer, 
all the better. 

We sometimes undervalue the importance of an on-going relationship with the 
customer. But if you recall the characteristics of switching cost and satisficing, you can 
see how these play well into retaining the support of the customer. The customer who 
feels valued will have a very different view of the vendor than one who is ignored. The 
customer who feels the vendor understands their requirements is much less likely to 
search for an alternative, even where competitors offer additional benefits. 
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There are many forms of engagement. In this chapter I will review a number of 
common ones, but this should not limit your imagination or the specific activities which 
have been shown to work successfully for you in the past.  

Contracts

Contracts are a formal way of engaging the customer over a period of time. They 
establish an on-going relationship between customer and vendor where the customer 
agrees to engage with the vendor on future purchases and the vendor agrees to supply 
agreed products or services. The good thing about contracts from the vendor point of 
view is they often exclude competitors or, at least, make it more difficult for other 
vendors to engage the customer at a deep level.

Consider how many personal contracts you have which, in a sense, lock you into a 
vendor. Most of us have a mobile phone agreement, insurance policies, mortgages and 
credit cards, each of which has monthly or periodic payments associated with them over 
one or more years. These agreements are interesting in that they have penalty clauses in 
them for early termination. We have willingly given up some competitive rights to gain 
the benefits of a longer term agreement. At the same time, under the agreement, we have 
an expectation of some level of support. 

B2B contracts can vary in the level of commitment made between the vendor 
and the customer. Some cover maintenance, support, after sales support and training, 
priority access to services or facilities, preferred supplier agreements or various forms 
of discount or rebates under prescribed conditions or volume purchases. 

Many software products have maintenance and support agreements which cover 
updates, help desk and error correction. These tend to be renewed each year for the life of 
the product. Often upgrades to the software are included within the annual maintenance 
fee or, if not, are offered at a discounted upgrade fee. 

Preferred supplier agreements can be sole supplier, dual source supplier or simply 
some form of accreditation. Preferred supplier agreements can have various forms of 
discounts for volumes on each order, cumulative purchases over some period of time or 
rebates on some formulae on purchases. In some agreements, the customer is seeking 
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assurance of access to services on some priority basis or a commitment to supply 
capacity at some agreed level. 

For the vendor, this is a significant commitment and ensures a reasonably deep 
level of engagement over the life of the agreement. Most agreements which result in 
a satisfactory experience are renewed so the vendor has some level of confidence of 
ongoing revenue. It is the most powerful of all forms of engagement with the customer 
and assists greatly in the sustainability and resilience of the business.

Such arrangements typically have very high switching costs for the customer and 
normally lead to repeat sales because of that. They also have high levels of referral rates 
if the customer has a satisfactory experience. However, on-going business can never be 
taken for granted and other engagement activities should be used to add greater value 
to the relationship. 

Loyalty Schemes

There are different views on the effectiveness of loyalty schemes. Some say that you 
are simply giving away something to customers who will spend the money anyway. 
Others say that it is a reward for loyalty and the financial benefits to the customer 
are small. I have also talked to retailers who have shown a 6 times increase in sales 
following the introduction of a loyalty card. I suspect the impact varies greatly with the 
product and market and outcomes are somewhat unpredictable. 

There is no question that loyalty cards are now a way of life. Whether it is the points 
you collect on your frequent flyer miles, points for your expenditure in your local 
supermarket or the clips you get on your frequent coffee card, they are hard to avoid. 
Most pervasive of all are the credit cards linked to frequent flyer schemes or to some 
comprehensive rewards program. The big hotel chains have their own programs. Car 
rental companies have their own but may add a bonus with points to a frequent flyer 
program and so on.

In some cases, vendors feel compelled to join a program simply to level the playing 
field rather than because of a conviction that they will get a direct benefit. Others see 
a direct relationship between a loyalty scheme and their revenue. Although, the more 
distant the reward is from the service or products offered by the vendor, the harder it 

Chapter 10: Continue To 
Engage The Customer



139

HIGH GROWTH VENTURES

MARKETING
for

is to see the direct benefit to the vendor. If the rewards are taken with an air carrier but 
offered by a retailer where the customer is unlikely to visit again, the link is somewhat 
tenuous. 

For the customer, one might argue, it is all upside. However, if the customer feels 
somewhat locked in by the scheme, one could argue that this could lead to some level 
of dissatisfaction. If I feel compelled to use one rental car company or one air carrier 
because of the investment I already have in loyalty points, I may come to resent the 
restriction. 

Getting the balance right between the level of rewards and the revenue generated 
is somewhat problematic for the vendor. How many points should be issued, under 
what conditions, how will they be used and how long will they be valid? We have seen 
serious consumer backlash when the rewards on offer change or when the conditions 
change. With a large consumer take up, it does not take long before the rewards liability 
itself is significant. Paying for the reward points is an expense and often these costs have 
to be borne by future revenue. There is no guarantee that someone with a large points 
balance will continue to buy, but the liability on the rewards program will still stand. 

On the positive side, there is considerable consumer support. Consumers do recognize 
that it is a reward for loyalty and that the benefits do accrue for continued patronage. 
Schemes which double up points or have bonuses for cumulative spend are a further 
recognition of continued patronage. 

A loyalty scheme, if properly constructed, does provide the vendor with a continued 
point of contact with the customer. This on-going recognition of the relationship is 
a continual reminder to the customer of why they purchased in the first place and 
why they continue to do so. It reminds them of the level of satisfaction which they 
experienced and will continue to experience. If we apply the principles of switching 
cost and satisficing to this relationship, we can see that from the customer’s side, there 
is little incentive to change vendors. 

A loyalty scheme provides the vendor with a platform to connect to the customer on 
a continual basis. It can be used to collect additional details on the customer so that other 
promotions can be offered. It can be used to invite customers to participate in events 
which enhance the vendor value to the customer as well as provide direct benefits to 
the customer. Basically, the loyalty scheme should be used by the vendor to enhance 
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the relationship between vendor and customer in such a manner that the customer sees 
positive benefit in the on-going patronage. 

The research on this activity does tend to suggest that it has little impact on market 
share. Many consumers belong to competing loyalty schemes and are not really 
expressing loyalty at all. For most vendors, it is just another marketing cost which has to 
be incurred rather than something which gives them a competitive advantage. However, 
where the rewards are linked directly to the product or service being purchased and can 
only be used with the same vendor, the relationship is direct and the reward for loyalty 
direct. In the end, the benefit to the vendor is the ability to continually engage with the 
customer. 

After Sales Support

In many product and services situations, the post sales support given to the customer 
is key to the effective use of the product or service. These can take many different forms 
and be passive or active. They can range from on-line self-help to intensive customer 
training. 

The vendor should see after sales support as a means of assisting the customer to gain 
the most benefits from the original purchase. That is, to enable the vendor to assist the 
customer to make the best use of the product or service, solve their needs or problems 
efficiently and enhance the customer experience in some manner.  

Many products are not that simple or obvious to use and customers often need 
support to take advantage of the various features and functions of the product. Many 
vendors provide user manuals, Q&A webpages, help desk support, on-line videos, case 
studies and user classes to assist customers to learn how to use their products or to apply 
them to specific circumstances. In most cases, these support facilities are provided free 
of charge but those which provide training or support beyond the basic usage of the 
product are normally fee based. 

Providing a range of support options is key to ensuring customer satisfaction, even if 
fee based. If customers fail to understand the product sufficiently to solve the problem 
for which they made the original purchase, they are going to have an unsatisfactory 
experience. If the aim is to sell additional products to the same customer, encourage 
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them to repeat buy or to recommend the vendor to others, ensuring they gain maximum 
benefits from their purchase is critical. 

Many vendors feel that their obligations to the customer are over once the sale has 
been made. These vendors provide minimal after sales support and as a result, have low 
customer satisfaction rates, few repeat sales and low referral rates. Vendors who see the 
customer experience extending for the life of the product, who provide excellent after 
sales support and assist the customer to maximize the benefits from their product, tend 
to have high levels of repeat sales and referrals. 

After sales support is an important conduit for customer relationship building. A 
customer who is engaged through the after sales program is connected to the vendor and 
periodically reinforces the original purchase decision. When the customer has a positive 
support experience, they reconfirm their original decision. This positive experience will 
positively influence their decision to buy again or to recommend. 

Once the customer has used various forms of customer support and understands how 
to most efficiently use them, they have built up knowledge of how to optimize their 
relationship with the vendor. If this works for them, they will be reluctant to move to a 
new vendor and have to go through that learning experience again. This switching cost 
effect can be very beneficial to the vendor.

Customers who are engaged in after sales support activities and have a positive 
experience are more likely to be receptive to cross selling or promotional offers and are 
more likely to recommend the vendor to others. 

Customer Surveys

Customers are normally willing to provide feedback on their customer experience 
and satisfaction level if it is made easy for them to give their feedback. In fact, customers 
like to know that you value their feedback and that you are willing to take their opinions 
into account. 

Customers have a different view of your business. They are on the outside looking 
in and therefore their perspective is very different from that of your staff and your 
managers. They are likely to experience problems and situations you don’t see. Their 
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comments will reflect their experience with your firm, whether that be seeking help or 
buying and using your products and services. 

If you are open to criticism, you can learn a lot by inviting your customers to reflect 
on their experience. It is a very efficient method of finding out what works and what 
doesn’t. Feedback need not be all negative. Customers also appreciate the opportunity 
of thanking a firm for a good experience. This also allows you to identify and recognize 
staff who have provided exceptional service.

It is always worth asking ‘How could we do better?” If you don’t ask, you don’t 
always find out. Even customers who have had a very good experience may think of 
ways in which you could improve your products and services and they will appreciate 
being asked.  

Let your customers know that you take their comments seriously and show that you 
have implemented the best suggestions. Those customers who are loyal like to know 
that they are contributing with their suggestions. 

A satisfaction survey says ‘we appreciate your business’ and ‘we listen to our 
customers feedback’. These are very powerful customer engagement signals which will 
be appreciated by your customers. 

Customer Events

The objective behind customer engagement is to find different ways to connect to 
your customers to continue the relationship, show your appreciation of their continued 
support and encourage them to rebuy and to refer. One of the most effective ways to 
engage customers is through customer events. 

Whether the event is for education, celebration, product announcement, product 
update, staff promotion, prize giving or a charity, the objective is to connect with the 
customer. Events can be by invitation or open to the public, full fee, subsidized or free 
and limited to one activity or several. 

If you are putting on a customer event, you need to be very clear what you are trying 
to achieve. Too many vendors put on customer events without thinking through how 
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they will engage with the customer at the event or what outcome they are seeking. Many 
events provide the customer with a good time where they talk to the same people in their 
social circle without in any way interacting with vendor staff. Alternatively, vendor staff 
spend all their time talking to each other and not with customers. 

Many vendors have ‘customer days’ where they invite their best customers to a 
location where they can see the latest products, talk to sales and marketing staff about 
the new products and try some of them. Customers usually appreciate the effort by the 
vendor to provide them with the opportunity to see new products and have an inside 
view of the operation. Hopefully, this type of event converts some of them to new 
purchases or encourages them to refer new product to others.

Vendor conferences are used to provide product updates as well as educational 
opportunities. Often customers have unusual access to R&D staff and Head Office 
executives. Marketing will normally share information about the sector and provide a 
view of future developments. These customer conferences can be a powerful competitive 
advantage where customers are made to feel safe in the hands of their current supplier.

Charity events are a very good method of interacting with customers where customers 
do not feel under pressure to buy. Customers can feel good about contributing to a 
charity and at the same time, see the good corporate citizenship of their supplier at work. 
We should never underestimate the source of value provided to the customer. It doesn’t 
always need to be directly through the products and services they buy. Associating with 
a good cause promotes the brand but also enhances the ‘feel good’ factor of those who 
use the brand. 

Events can provide a chance for feedback from customers who might not otherwise 
voice their problems or appreciation. Allowing customers to have a say in an informal 
setting or in a non-confrontational manner can allow them to provide feedback and 
suggestions. 

In two of my software businesses we organized annual user conferences. These were 
fee paying but subsidized by the company. They were held over two days and included a 
number of vendor and customer presentations, educational workshops, product updates 
and customer discussion sessions. They provided us with a forum to connect to our 
customers, listen to their complaints, issues and praise, allowed us to celebrate our 
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successes with them, provided a forum for non-sales staff to meet with ‘live’ customers 
and allowed smaller or more distant customers to meet the business owners. 

One of the most successful sessions we organized was around customer wish lists. 
With any complex product, there are always additional functions or features which 
customers need or would like to have. By allowing customers to express their wishes in 
an open forum, we could gauge the level of interest, provide feedback on the complexity 
or level of change required, allow objections to be raised and give us the opportunity 
of putting forward our own suggestions. Providing such a forum made customers feel 
we valued their input, were willing to listen to them and willing to take their collective 
requirements into account. Perhaps of most importance to us were the occasions when a 
very demanding customer was told by our other customers that they did not support his 
wish list. Much better to come from other customers than from us. 

Customer events can be local, national or international. They can be formal or 
informal, limited to a specific topic or purpose, restricted or open. What is important is 
that events are ways in which you can engage with customers, show your appreciation 
of their patronage and allow them the opportunity to feel part of the business rather than 
just another sale transaction. 

We need to always keep in mind that the customer experience does not stop with the 
product or service purchase. 

Communications

It is a widely held and supported maxim that your current customer is easier to sell to 
than a new customer. However, if you lose touch with your customer, they have to find 
you or have a reason to reconnect with you. It is far better that you are proactive and stay 
in touch with your customers where you can. 

There are numerous ways in which you can communicate with your customers, 
each method having its own advantages and disadvantages. In an era of web 2.0 where 
interactions via social networking are growing ever more popular, those methods have 
greatly expanded. Even so, the tried and true methods still work. 
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Whether the communication is by letter, email, newsletter, product update, Twitter, 
Linked In, Facebook, YouTube or other social networking facility, it is important that 
each has a purpose for contacting the customer. Throwing content at the customer in 
the hope that some of it will stick is more likely to annoy the customer than encourage 
them to rebuy or recommend. Also, it is important in an age of legislation on privacy 
and nuisance marketing spam, tele-marketing and SMS marketing, that customers can 
opt in or opt out of the different forms of communications. 

Each method of communication has to have a purpose which is designed to add 
value to the customer relationship. That means you first need to ascertain what your 
customers want from you. You don’t have to think this up all by yourself, you can 
solicit information from current customers and do some trials to find out what works 
with different customers and different media. There are lots of possibilities; product 
updates, articles, industry reports, event announcements and reviews, new hires, case 
studies, educational material, special offers, product releases and so on. By providing 
multiple forms of communication and multiple types of content, you can find the right 
one(s) for each customer. The key is to stay in touch and give them a reason to stay in 
touch with you. 

Cross Selling

Most customers prefer to deal with as few suppliers as possible. It is not that they 
don’t like dealing with many suppliers, it is just that it keeps their lives simpler. Most 
shop at supermarkets, category killers and shopping malls because the amount of effort 
they need to expend is greatly reduced by going to one location for many purchases.

The same logic applies with product and service suppliers. If they have developed 
a positive relationship with a vendor, they would much rather use that relationship to 
acquire other products and services than shop around and develop another supplier 
relationship. All other things being equal, the vendor who can satisfy a number of 
product and service requests will get the business.

This ‘one stop shop’ explains the growth of large professional services firms in 
accounting and legal services. It is certainly why supermarkets and category killers 
overtook the corner store. It is also why the large software application providers such as 
Oracle and SAP dominate the market for enterprise wide systems.
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This being the case, it suggests that vendors need to look at the complementary 
problems which customers are solving to see if they can offer solutions to those 
problems as well. Let us not forget that the door is already open and there is a willing 
customer waiting. This is not a situation where we have to beat a path to a new customer 
or persuade them that we can satisfy their requirements, we have already demonstrated 
that. What we are faced with is an opportunity. An opportunity to add additional value 
to an existing relationship.

What we have to ensure is that the additional products and services live up to our 
brand image. That is, they need to fit with our desired image of ourselves and the way 
in which our customers see us. Our task is to reinforce our image and reputation rather 
than to undermine it. If there are products and services which logically fit together and 
we can provide the right level of sales and after sales support to create a good customer 
experience, we should seriously examine the opportunity.

Additional products and services give as the chance to extend our customer 
relationship and reengage with our customer. If we can provide one good customer 
experience, we should be able to provide more. The more we provide, the stronger the 
relationship and the more likely they are to stay loyal. 

A wider portfolio of related products and services can also be a competitive 
advantage. Most customer prefer to deal with fewer suppliers thus the one who can 
satisfy a wider range of needs is often preferred. Once the relationship is made, the 
concepts of switching costs and satisficing act to keep the customer engaged. You still 
have to deliver good customer experiences but the advantage is with you, the incumbent 
supplier. 

Strategic Partners

We can also be the conduit to other suppliers who offer complementary products or 
services or even just to recommended suppliers who we know offer a quality product or 
service. We enhance our own relationship and reputation by assisting the customer to 
solve other problems. 

Strategic partners make great logic for the vendor if they can complement the capacity 
and capability of the vendor. Access to a larger customer base, distribution facilities, 
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marketing resources, other complementary partners and co-branded and hosted events 
which spread the risks and costs are all reasons for using strategic partners. However, 
we need to look at this from the viewpoint of our customers.

Through strategic partners, we can access some of the complementary products and 
services which the customer is seeking. We reduce the risk perception of the customer 
by helping them in their selection and evaluation process by nominating a supplier 
which we are willing to work with. Since our reputation is at risk through the partner, 
it is in our interests to be careful in selecting them and this helps the customer screen 
potential suppliers.

We also help the customer by selecting strategic partners who have complementary 
products and services which work with our own. Rather than the customer seeking 
out suppliers and having to worry about whether products and services work together, 
especially with electronic interfaces, interface standards, database and operating system 
compatibility and so on, the vendor can preselect these. This way the customer knows 
that compatibility problems have been resolved. The same consideration may also occur 
with quality and form of service, availability and culture of the partner organization. 

By selecting and working with strategic partners you have the possibility of accessing 
a much wider customer community but you also assist in providing an additional value 
added service to your own customers. 

Entanglement

Entanglement sounds a little sinister but, in fact, this can be to the advantage of 
both customer and supplier. By entanglement I mean the blurring of boundaries 
between vendor and supplier. Customers often come to rely on their vendor to know 
the customer’s business or environment. This way they can be assured that the vendor 
can better serve them. Those customers who pass some level of decision making to the 
vendor, to make it easier for the vendor to serve them, are entangling themselves with 
the vendor’s business.

Entanglement occurs frequently with complex service delivery where, the more the 
vendor knows about the customer, the more efficient the communications are between 
customer and vendor. For example, a vendor who uses your part numbers in processing 
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your purchase orders, interfaces to your ordering system or is allowed direct access to 
your production schedule, is really becoming part of your business. They reduce the 
likelihood of errors in communications between customer and vendor by sharing the 
same or interfaced systems. 

We also see this happen where supplier and customer plants are built next to each 
other to allow ‘hole through the wall’ supply or greater flexibility in supply. A similar 
situation exists where a consultant has employees permanently located on the customer 
site. Those consultants build up an intimate knowledge of the customer’s operations and 
can generally be more efficient with their time.

Entanglement can occur in a less formal manner. The more my staff interact with 
your staff, the greater the degree of familiarity we both achieve of each other’s business. 
This makes communication more efficient but can also lead to more proactive activity. 
If I can anticipate your requirements, I can ensure I have capacity available to meet 
your requirements. If our staff build social relationships, these can lead to more efficient 
communications, often using informal channels. Such informal relationships can cross 
over into social activities or working together on community projects.  

Entanglement has other advantages to the vendor. It can allow a more honest and 
frank exchange of views which means that problems and issues can be raised and dealt 
with in a less confronting manner. Both parties appreciate the benefits of the closer 
relationship and know that occasionally some issues will arise. Due to the closer 
relationship they also know that these can usually be resolved and that longer term 
advantages can be preserved. Such relationships are very useful to the vendor as testing 
ground for new ideas, products or services. Also it is very useful to the vendor to know 
that honest feedback can usually be obtained.

Another benefit for the vendor is that these relationships build up a huge opportunity 
cost to the customer in switching to an alternate vendor. In many cases, it is the devil 
you know. It can be very scary to switch to a new relationship where the new vendor 
does not have the benefit of all that shared experience. A classic case of switching costs. 
A vendor who sets out to entangle themselves with their customer is not only providing 
a higher level of service but is also protecting the relationship.  

Chapter 10: Continue To 
Engage The Customer



149

HIGH GROWTH VENTURES

MARKETING
for

Strategy Partner

The concept of strategy partner does not apply to every situation but when it does, 
it can be very powerful. Basically, the concept suggests that the vendor move from 
supplier status to partner involved in the strategic planning of the customer’s business 
or, in the case of an individual, lifestyle. The vendor brings to the table their own 
experience, industry knowledge and networks to assist the customer to make better 
planning decisions. 

You can see this type of relationship in the electronics and computer fields where 
the level of technological progress is quite high. A customer planning new products for 
delivery several years in advance really needs to understand what is happening at the 
component level. Major technological advances at one level can dramatically impact 
what you can do at the next level and so on. 

The same might apply with enterprise applications vendors. If I am planning a 
major organizational change, I might want to know what support I can expect from 
my software supplier. If they have new functionality on the drawing board which will 
enable me to operate differently, that is useful input into my planning. 

To move from supplier to strategy partner, I need to understand more about the 
environment in which my customer is operating and I also need to see where I can add 
value. Once I have determined that I can bring new information or a new perspective to 
the table, my task is to make the customer aware of what I can offer. Once established, 
this type of interaction can be a very powerful bonding mechanism between vendor and 
customer. 

This form of interaction does provide the basis of long term relationships where 
vendor and customer work on problems to their mutual benefit. This is another form of 
entanglement between customer and vendor.

Trusted Advisor

Entanglement and strategy partner are really variations on the ‘trusted advisor’ 
status. Trusted advisor is most often used in personal professional services; accountants, 
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lawyers, doctors, dentists, wealth managers and so on. However, the concept can be 
applied to any supplier, although it tends to work better in complex products and 
services where there needs to be a degree of trust between customer and vendor. This is 
most effective where the customer is not really capable of assessing the quality of the 
advice they are getting. 

Imagine you are buying high performance stereo equipment where you have a 
number of electronic components which need to work together. You also have unusual 
room structures you want the output to perform in. Further, you want to ensure you 
have the ability to upgrade into emerging technologies and higher internet bandwidth. 
Unless you wish to devote most of your waking hours for many months to understand 
the technologies and options, you really are at the mercy of your advisor. This is where 
perceived risk can be very high. A vendor in this situation often takes on the task of 
finding the right solution for the customer in a situation where the customer is unable to 
assess the quality of the final solution. It can also take many years for some situations 
to play themselves out in order to discover whether the advice was correct or not. Since 
we often have to choose between alternatives and do not have the opportunity of trying 
out several solutions, we may never find out what the alternative outcome would have 
done for us. 

Customers do not willing bestow trust on vendors without a good deal of 
consideration. It is really up to the vendor to establish trust. There are a number of 
ways in which this can be done but the most powerful is through a referral from 
someone the customer trusts. This once again demonstrates the marketing power of the 
satisfied customer who is willing to recommend a vendor. The closer the relationship 
between the person providing the reference and the customer, the more weight given 
to the recommendation. In a situation where the customer is having difficulty making 
a decision between possible suppliers, the recommendation will usually carry the day. 

Testimonials of similar customers are not as powerful but a good substitute in the 
absence of an existing customer they know. Case studies which show the product used 
in similar circumstances also carry some weight. 

The task of the vendor is to reduce the perceived risk to a point where a frank dialogue 
can be had and then use the interaction to build trust. If a trusted advisor situation can 
be established and the ultimate customer experience validates it, the new customer is 
highly likely to recommend the vendor to others. 
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Customer Engagement

We need to keep in mind our purpose in engaging with the customer through these 
various events, processes and techniques. We don’t need them to be our best friend or 
our social partner nor do we want to be put in a situation where we are now making 
decisions for them. What we are attempting to do is to extend and enhance the customer 
experience. If they were satisfied by their original purchase experience, we want to build 
on that so they have less reluctance to place their next order with us or to recommend 
us to others.

Marketing strategies should not be designed just to close the sale. They should be 
providing a long term platform which provides the firm with the best chance of making 
an initial sale to the right customer for the right reason. They should then support that 
experience in such a way that it turns a single transaction into a longer term relationship. 
To do this, our marketing needs to move its focus from transaction to customer experience 
and then from customer experience to customer relationships. 

When we design our marketing strategies we need to keep in mind the end game not 
the starting line. Customer engagement keeps us focused on the end game. 
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Chapter 11: The End Game – Referrals And 
Repeat Sales

You can see from the earlier discussion that an approach to marketing and sales which 
takes the view that ‘getting the sale’ is the end game is misdirected and ultimately, sub-
optimal. Generally, it is not that difficult to get a sale. The hard part is to get the sale in 
such a way that you get the next one and the next and the next. That is, the end game is 
really about building a relationship with a customer where you are the preferred vendor 
and/or you are the one they recommend to anyone with a similar need or problem. This 
is the real challenge and it takes a different perspective to marketing and sales to achieve 
it. 

To change our view of marketing away from just closing the deal, we need to take 
a longer term view of the customer relationship and a more encompassing view of 
the customer buying experience. We need to see the customer experience from the 
customer’s viewpoint, not just our own. Our view of the customer experience needs 
to take into account what happens before the sale, the period of use and what happens 
when the product use or service consumption is over. We need to put ourselves in the 
place of the customer when they are asked ‘would I buy from this vendor again?’ Only 
then can we devise marketing and sales strategies which would result in a positive 
recommendation for us as the vendor. 

Most vendors complain that they have too few leads and that many of the leads 
they have are of low quality. When you dig a little deeper, you find that this condition 
is mostly self inflicted. They generally fail to connect to the customer in language or 
terms which the customer uses. They talk about features and functions and not problems 
and solutions. Their messages fail to reach the customers they are seeking or they fail 
to put themselves in the path of customers looking for solutions. Thus our work on 
improving our marketing productivity starts with doing a better job of answering the 
simple questions of, who are we, what do we do, what problems do we solve and who 
do we solve those problems for? 
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Our next task must be to make it easier for customers to easily evaluate what we have 
and what we can do for them. We need to help our customers understand what we do 
well and who we do it for so that our ideal customers can identify with us. Our objective 
should be to help them reduce the perceived risks of buying from us. We have to help 
them with their enquiries and enable them to make a decision efficiently with some 
reasonable level of confidence. 

It greatly helps our productivity if we also ensure that we get the right prospects 
rather than those where we cannot meet their requirements. Our lead generation and 
qualification system need to quickly remove the poor prospects from our system so that 
we can devote out attention to the best prospects. It is not in our interests for us waste 
time and resources with a prospect where we have a poor fit. Also, we are essentially 
wasting their time if we are not be able to solve their problem, or at least, in the time and 
at the cost they are seeking. Once we have a qualified sales lead, one with the capacity 
and capability to buy, we need to progress them efficiently through to a closed sale. 

Far too many vendors chase leads without properly assessing the prospects needs 
early in the process or adequately qualifying them through the sale process. This wastes 
significant marketing and sales resources and results in a high cost of sales for the ones 
who eventually do buy.

Overall, we need to see the entire process from need recognition to after use 
evaluation as one complete customer experience. While we may have a great product 
or service, the customer does not think of their interaction with a vendor as just solving 
a problem or need. Their view of the vendor will encompass every step of the buying 
process and their evaluation of their experience will not be bounded by the product use 
or service consumption.

We neglect at our peril a lack of support in any stage of the buying process. Their 
ultimate satisfaction will take into account each good and bad experience they had. 
Their willingness to undertake the experience again will be highly influenced by their 
initial experience in its totality. 

In a market composed of poor products and services, the least worst will get the 
business. But in a market where there are excellent products and excellent services, 
those with the best customer experiences will gradually build market share and become 
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dominant. If we have a bad experience, we will switch vendors if we are told of another 
who provides a better customer experience. 

What we do know about creating good customer experiences is that they are highly 
correlated to customer expectations. If there was one glaring reason why customer 
experiences are poor, this is the main culprit. Setting the wrong expectation or allowing 
the customer to set their own expectations based on misinformed assumptions, is where 
the whole customer experience goes badly wrong. It matters little that you have a good 
product or service or that you did everything right in your estimation. If the customer 
was expecting something else, you are doomed to fail even before the sale has been 
made. This is a situation which is very difficult to recover from. However, again, this is 
mostly self inflicted.

It is the vendor who should be setting the expectation through their marketing 
messages. What problems do we solve? Who do we solve it for? How do we solve 
those problems and at what cost? We have to take responsibility for the way in which 
customers see us. If we get the message right, we will receive enquiries which are 
a good match for the type of business we are good at. If we get the positioning and 
messages wrong, we end up with the wrong prospects, disappointed customers and a 
poor reputation. We certainly fail to reach our goal of repeat sales and referrals.  

Not all customers are repeat buyers. If we expect them to need our services in the 
future, we should work to encourage a relationship through our communications. If, 
however, we don’t expect them to continue patronage, we should still keep in mind their 
potential to refer us to others. Just because they may buy from us once, does not mean 
they cannot be a useful source of future business. 

A longer term view of customer relationships does require us to reevaluate our 
entire marketing and sales processes. Our measure of success must be the desire of the 
customer to buy from us again and to recommend us to others. The research into high 
growth ventures shows that this is a characteristic of high growth businesses. These 
firms go the extra mile to satisfy customers and have, as a result, much higher repeat 
sales and referrals than lower growth businesses. 

If we ask ourselves ‘what does it take to drive repeat sales and referrals? We must 
inevitably come back to the satisfaction of the customer with their customer experience. 
It follows logically that we can improve the customer experience if we not only deliver 
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on our product and service promise but make the entire customer experience our primary 
focus in marketing and sales. 

The adage ‘your customer is your best salesperson’ is certainly true when it comes to 
high growth ventures. This is an important mantra for our marketing and sales strategies. 
What does it take for every one of our customers to actively promote our firm to others? 
While I doubt that you can ever achieve 100%, this should be our target. An objective 
like that focuses the mind, forces us to listen to our customers and requires us to step up 
to fixing those parts of the entire process which are letting us down. 

Whether this is a new perspective or whether we need to renew our pledge to ourselves 
to hold this up as our gold standard, this is what will make the difference between 
those firms with mediocre performance and those with outstanding performance. If the 
firm can achieve a high level of repeat sales and referrals, it will not only dramatically 
improve marketing and sales productivity, it will improve profits, reduce sales cycles 
and improve the resilience of the firm. These are all very worthy objectives. It only 
requires the willingness to put it into action. 
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KINDLE BOOKS BY DR. TOM 
MCKASKILL

Masterclass for Entrepreneurs Series

The Masterclass series is a collection of books each comprising a set of articles 
published by Dr. McKaskill on a specific topic. These articles have been published in a 
range of business journals and/or e-business websites. 

Masterclass for Entrepreneurs on  Fundamentals: Insights 
into the world of the entrepreneur. (47 pages)

Masterclass for Entrepreneurs on Business Growth: Insights on 
how to achieve higher growth in your business. (174 pages)

Masterclass for Entrepreneurs on Business Resilience: Insights on how to achieve 
greater stability, predictability and resilience in your business. (98 pages) 

Masterclass for Entrepreneurs on Financial Exits: Insights on how to 
sell your business to achieve higher EBIT multiples (140 pages)

Masterclass for Entrepreneurs on Strategic Exits: Insights on how to leverage 
strategic value to achieve a very high price when selling a business. (115 pages)

Masterclass for Entrepreneurs on Angel Finance: Insights on 
how to successfully fund early stage ventures. (80 pages)

Masterclass for Entrepreneurs on Angel Investing: Insights on how 
to develop successful angel investing outcomes. (88 pages)

Masterclass for Entrepreneurs on Acquisitions: Insights on 
developing a successful acquisition process. (108 pages)

Masterclass for Entrepreneurs on the Initial Public Offering: Insights 
on using an IPO as a funding and exit strategy. (60 pages)
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Entrepreneurial Practice Series

In depth books examining best practice in specific processes which are key to the 
success of an entrepreneurial venture. 

Entrepreneurs: The Rollercoaster Ride (165 pages)

Venture Growth Strategies: A practical guide to engineer high 
growth into an entrepreneurial venture. (157 pages)

Financial Exits: Sell your business for a high EBIT multiple. (170 pages)

Strategic Exits: Leverage strategic assets to sell your 
business for a very high price. (182 pages)

Raising Angel Finance: Securing private equity 
funding for early stage firms. (140 pages)

Angel Investing in Early Stage Ventures: A guide to 
selecting and managing investments. (153 pages)

Creating an Acquisition Strategy: An entrepreneur’s 
guide to pre-acquisition processes. (155 pages)

Managing a New Acquisition: An entrepreneur’s guide 
to post-acquisition processes. (87 pages) 

Invest to Exit: A pragmatic strategy for Angel and 
Venture Capital investors. (251) pages) 

Marketing For High Growth Ventures: Forget the 
spin, apply proven strategies (156 pages)

  


