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Customer Relationship Management ... it seems there is a new business “buzz word” every year. This year it’s “Customer Relationship Management” or “CRM”. Not long ago it was Partnering. Added-Value is still around as well. Actually CRM is a pretty good catch phrase simply because there is nothing more important than the relationships we establish and maintain with our customers.





I spoke at a recent sales conference and asked my audience, “How many of you think that customer relationship management is important?”. Not surprisingly, every head nodded and every hand went up. Then I asked, “How many of you have a clear strategy in your company for customer relationship management?”. Many, but not all, hands again were raised. Finally I asked, “How many of you think that your CRM strategy is being well executed and is making a measurable difference?". Now only a few hands could be seen, half-raised, among the crowd.





There’s the problem. We all embrace CRM as a good idea but when it comes to developing a customer relationship strategy and then executing it ... well, we’re a bit less confident. We shouldn’t feel that way about something as critical to the success of our businesses as CRM.





There are two fundamental questions you must ask – and successfully answer – if you want to develop a customer relationship management strategy, i.e., one that helps you gain new customers, maximize the potential of current customers, and protect your most important customers from competitive intrusion: What kind of relationship do you want to establish with your customer? And What must you do to create and maintain that relationship?





What kind of relationship do you want to establish with your customer?





When we think about relationships, many of us – and most salespeople – think of the personal one-on-one relationships we establish with key customer personnel. Without question, personal relationships are important.  The axiom “People buy from people they like” is still true. The problem is that people come and go in the business world, both in the customer’s company and in our own. So, as useful as personal relationships may be, they’re dangerous to depend on for long term success.





The real question is What kind of relationship do you want your Company to establish with your customers? 





Your customers will directly or indirectly interact with many different people in your company across the enterprise, not just your sales representatives. How do you want your customer to feel about his or her overall interaction with your company? What do you want your customer’s to value about you as a result?


What are the Key Values you bring your customers; that is, what are the reasons your customers should only want to buy from you? Your key value(s) should form the basis of the customer relationship you want to create. Can you clearly and succinctly define and communicate your key values?


Are your Key Values unique and important enough to your customers that if they fully understood and appreciated them they would clearly prefer you over your competitors? Take a few moments before you answer this question and take a hard look. Remember that you simply cannot build a powerful business relationship if you can’t offer something the customer needs and values better than your competition. You may need to rethink your key values.


Does the customer’s every interaction with your entire company support, sell, and enhance this key value message? Does each interaction enhance and build the relationship?





Let’s look at the mythical ABC Company. ABC believes its key values are the quality of its products and the responsiveness of its people. ABC must first ask itself if its customers feel these key values are important – important enough to establish an exclusive business relationship with ABC. ABC must then ask itself if its quality and responsiveness are unique enough to base its customer relationships upon. If the answer to both questions is “Yes”, they must then ask whether every customer interaction – with sales, service, billing, delivery, etc. – actively supports the messages of quality and responsiveness. Finally,  does the customer consistently feel that their relationship with the company as a whole is so strong that it can easily survive any change in ABC’s personnel?








What must we do to create and maintain that relationship





Step 1: Definition & Action Plans


Creating and managing the customer relationship is clearly an enterprise-wide task. The company as a whole must define – and clearly communicate to every employee -- what it wants to be the basis of the customer relationship (key values). Each function of the company must clearly define:





(1) how it contributes and impacts (positively or negatively) the customer relationship, 


(2) develop a specific action plan of what it can do to provide a greater contribution, and 


(3) how it depends upon and needs to interact better with other functions.





Step 2: Customer Communication & Internal Change


If there is a “single point of failure” in CRM, this is it! Too many companies do a good job of defining why customers should buy from them (other than just product or price) but seem to forget to tell the customer! In other words, we create a potentially powerful message that could help build stronger customer relationships but fail to clearly establish it in the mind of the customer. So in the final analysis it’s still business as usual.


It is an important consideration that unless your company’s customer relationships are already exactly as you want them, you will have to do something different than you are today. Different results are the result of different actions. This means that everyone in your company – and especially the sales force – will have to do some things differently than in the past.  As the prime point of customer contact – and as the people who set the direction of the customer relationship -- this directly impacts your sales organization.





Look again at ABC Company. They did a fine job defining their key values upon which to base the customer relationship. They determined what each job function and each employee needed to do and they communicated it well to their organization. New marketing and advertising focused on the unique value ABC offered. Unfortunately nothing really changed – sales and win/loss ratios stayed the same and the company won and lost the same number of new and old customers as the year before. Clearly customer relationships were not strengthened or enhanced. What went wrong?





The problem was ABC’s salesforce. It wasn’t that they weren’t good salespeople. The problem is they were excellent salespeople! In fact, they were so good that they were not about to change what had worked for them in the past. Their “sales pitch” stayed the same and they continued “building” the customer relationship one-on-one, not “company-to-company”. To a lesser degree the same was true with employees in other job functions; they continued to do their jobs they way they always had with lip service to the company’s CRM initiatives.





Step 3: Managing the Initiatives as a New Product


So in the end it’s all about execution. Companies successful in Customer Relationship Management have learned that results happen when employees actively embrace new initiatives (much like they would an exciting new product) and carry out the prescribed action plan (to sell it).





In other words, try viewing and positioning your Customer Relationship Management initiative as a true product, the cost to the customer of which is embedded in the price of the “standard” products you sell. After all, your CRM program is designed to first benefit your customer and through them your company.  It is the responsibility of every employee to both “sell” and “deliver” the CRM product successfully to the customer.





Package your CRM program as you would a product, supported with marketing collateral, support, and a strong selling strategy. Put the same effort and enthusiasm into teaching your salesforce your CRM product and how to sell it as you do teaching them to sell any new product. 





Make sure that managers in all functions clearly understand the initiatives and action plans and how each employee is expected to perform. Assure that each manager understands that it is his or her responsibility to manage their business as expected.





Finally create a series of metrics or measurements of how you will measure the success of CRM – and tie an element of employee compensation (sales, managers, and others) to achieving those metrics. Aggressively track and measure.








Customer Relationship Management – it’s a good phrase and a good idea. While simple in concept, however, developing a CRM program is a complex initiative which will require enterprise-wide input, communications, and commitment ... if it is to become your company’s most powerful tool for increased sales, customer loyalty, and competitive advantage.
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