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Three “Must Have” Customers For Every Business 

By Curt Clinkinbeard
There are three customer types that every business must take a close look at. In this article we will look at each of the three customers types and some strategies associated. These three customer types are existing customers, previous customers and new customers. 

When we think about the marketing process, many people automatically think about new customer acquisition. And while this is a vital component of good marketing, it is not the only customer type where marketing efforts should be directed. Existing and former customers offer a tremendous marketing opportunity and are typically under-represented in marketing discussions and marketing activities. Marketing budgets (of both time and money) should place resources in all three areas, not just (or primarily) with new customer work. 

They say the most valuable asset a business has is its customer base. It is tragic, then, that in many situations the opportunities presented by our existing customers are not fully capitalized upon. It may be trite, but the saying “keeping customers is cheaper than getting new ones” is pertinent, true and has a monumental impact on business development. 

Activities based on keeping our existing customers are called retention strategies. The first and foremost activity based around retention is getting a good gauge on customer satisfaction, product quality and customer service. Are we doing the ordinary things to keep our customers happy?

This leads to keeping open ears and open minds. When we start to see declines in our customer base, usually we have previously received feedback that tells us why. In fact, the market is pretty efficient about providing ample hints as to why they may leave us. Good companies hear these messages and act, others don’t. 

Complaints serve a vital function to customer retention. Let the market instruct you on how to best serve its needs by taking an open minded approach. Next in retention strategies comes to interview customers that have recently stopped purchasing from you. In many situations, people who may be reluctant to complain will share their opinion when you tell them it is important. Surveying employees on their thoughts on why customers leave can also provide significant insights. 

Another component to customer retention is fully leveraging the customer base. One question I frequently ask my clients is this…. “if you had to double sales, but could only sell to your existing customer base, what would you do?” Often, this type of analysis provides interesting insights into capitalizing on existing customer assets. Many times significant growth strategies emerge. 

Other strategies based around current customer marketing could include things like a reminder for periodic service appointments. For instance, if your company does routine spraying for bugs, contact the customer when it is time for another service. You may find that by doing this, you also increase the frequency of purchase, say, for example, from three times per year to four. 

Another version here is a marketing activity based on expiration dates. For instance, a fitness center may sell a gym membership for six months. A month before the membership is scheduled to expire, there are customer communications that can be implemented to ensure that people do not slip through the cracks. 

Focusing on existing customers is an oft-overlooked aspect of marketing that can provide significant revenue enhancements. This is a group that has already indicated that they are interested in your product or service and that they are willing to do business with you. Maintaining a solid customer database and consistently using strategies to tap into that resource can be a “make or break” tactic within a business. 

In a similar vein, previous customers represent a significant opportunity. Like current customers, they have indicated an interest in your product or service and have exhibited a willingness to buy from you. In most situations,  when re-contacting previous customers, very few will cite a deficient performance by the company as the reason they have stopped purchasing.

So why did they stop? In most situations, it is lack of communication. They either stopped buying altogether, switched to another company that did communicate with them, or they were apathetic. Many times customers stop purchasing from us just because we failed to ask. 

To correct this, we implement reactivation strategies.  Essentially the approach here is to tell the customer they are important to you and ask them to come back. As well, it makes sense to ask them why they have stopped purchasing and to (really) listen to reasons. This can produce important knowledge. 

In a manufacturing company I worked with we found that most companies stopped buying because the business just lost touch. So we devised a communications strategy that entailed a direct mail letter with an invitation. The heading was… “We want you back.” Then we followed up with a telephone call and a coupon for the first purchase back. The results were very positive. 

Keep in mind customers have a strong need to feel important. If your marketing efforts stop once a new customer is brought on board, your current customers may feel unimportant and slip over into the “previous” customer category. Making the customer feel important and valuable is an important step in alleviating both issues. 

In nearly all companies, the concepts of RETENTION and REACTIVATION are vital to sales growth. 

One analogy I often use is a flowing river. Imagine that your new customers are like a river that flows into a lake. The customers leaving your business are like the outlets that leave the lake. The dam of the river, then, is your strategy for retention. 

If the outflow is larger than the inflow, then the lake will never get larger, regardless of how much water flows into the business. This is like a business that churns clients. This is costly and exhausting. Keeping clients, like a good dam in a lake, is a necessary strategy for growth. 

Finally, we turn our approach to new customer acquisition. As mentioned before, this is what most people think of when they consider marketing. We hope the previous discussion highlights the importance for balance in the marketing efforts between the three customer types. 

To acquire new customers, there are several strategies that can be employed. First is to look at the existing customer base. Analyzing existing customers gives us insight into finding new customers. When looking at our customer base, often we find that some types of customers are better than others. The question then becomes, “where do we find more of the good customers?” 

One thing to do is to profile the “A” customers and try to identify others like them. This can be a anything from a simple analysis that involves some “gut feels” to a complex statistical analysis of customer demographics, location, and purchasing patterns. The point is that if there is a group of good customers, there are others out there like them! 

One retail client did a simple analysis and found that their best customer came from a certain zip code. Even though there were target customers in other zip codes in the city, their draw, due to demographics and competitive locations, was from one area. Obviously, this fairly simple insight provided a tremendous amount of pertinent information for seeking new customers. 

Another “down home” strategy for finding new customers is to analyze how you found your existing good customers. I never cease to be amazed with companies that develop elaborate marketing strategies and when I ask …. “how did you get your existing customers?” for them to tell me something totally different than their plans. Stick with what works!

When you identify the strategies that brought you the best customers in the past, look to see if there are ways that you can duplicate and increase this type of effort. Past performance may not always predict the future, but if you can identify something that is working, run with it! 

Another new customer strategy is to generate a “hit list” of specific customers that you want to court and then develop a personalized, very individual strategy. One client was focused on acquiring 3-5 new key customers, though they were taking a “shotgun” approach. A simple switch to a targeted hit list expedited their progress and dramatically reduced marketing expenses. 

In your business and in your clients’ companies, a strong marketing effort will look at current customers and previous customers, in addition to the typical new customer acquisition activities. 
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