
How Sharp is YOUR Customer  
Focus?

Most companies irrespective of size have some 
sort of business plan for the short & medium term 
which typically will  include key financial  targets, 
unit  volumes,  sales  revenue  objectives,  & 
investment  budgets.   Planning  departments  in 
larger  organisations  tend  to  drive  the  strategic 
agenda  producing  endless  templates  for  the 
operational  departments  to  complete.  This  is 
followed by reviews of  their  proposals  that  can 
take up major amounts of management time.

Amid this  profusion of  carefully  crafted mission 
statements and detailed expressions of strategic 
intent,  one  key  question  seldom seems  to  get 
asked  by  board  members  reviewing  the  plans 
that are finally submitted: 

HOW  GOOD  ARE  OUR  CUSTOMER  PLANS 
FOR THE PERIOD UNDER REVIEW?

In  ARATOR’S experience,  the  strategic  planning 
process  too  often  ignores  the  customer and 
rarely  is  the  customer  put  at  the  heart  of  the 
organisation.   Yet  this  is  one of  the  most  vital 
questions which every Chief Executive should be 
asking.  So often towards the end of the budget 
year, with target profits looking unattainable, the 
cry goes out “get more sales onto the books!” - 
the Sales Director is called in, extra discounts are 
approved with the minimum of challenge and the 
company  holds  its  collective  breath.   Sounds 
familiar?  

Some of this anguish might have been spared if 
this  process  of  implementing  strategy  through 
effective  customer  plans had  in  the  first  place 
been under the senior management microscope. 
The  key  word  here  is  “senior”,  meaning  that 
responsibility  for  world-class  customer  plans 
should  reside  at  Board  level  and  not  remain 
purely the preserve of those with the title “Sales” 
on their business card!  

This paper describes the ARATOR approach to 
a planning & review process and suggests how 
to avoid some typical implementation failures. 

1. CUSTOMER  KNOWLEDGE –  A  recent 
survey  revealed  that  less  than  5% of  the 
typical CEO's time is allocated to spending 
time  with  customers.   How  much  more 
would they get to know about their business 
if they doubled this and spent  2 days every 
month on a  planned basis  talking to  their 
customers?   A  mix  of  formal  business 
reviews,  visits  with  their  salespeople  and 
social  events  can deliver  huge benefits  in 
terms of customer insight.  If a crisis hits the 
business (e.g. a major disruption to product 
supply  or  a  product  quality  problem), 
necessitating  immediate  CEO  to  CEO 
contact,  being  on  first  name  terms  can 
make  the  difference  between  a  customer 
who co-operates & remains loyal, and one 
who switches supplier as a result.    

2. CUSTOMER SATISFACTION – Less than 
20%  of  companies  carry  out  regular 
customer  satisfaction  surveys,  the  main 
quoted  reason  being  “unaffordable  cost." 
Basic  surveys,  however,  can  be  done  for 
relatively  small  amounts  and  can  yield 
findings  that  challenge  traditional 
approaches  and  provide  early  warning  of 
changing customer needs.  All research into 
customer  retention, irrespective  of 
business sector, indicates that customers 
retained  over  a  long  period  are  up  to  6 
times more profitable than new customers.  

3. PROFITABILITY ANALYSIS: CHANNEL 
AND CUSTOMER – A key planning tool is 
the analysis  of  which channels  and which 
customers deliver the bulk of profits, which 
are  the  “problem  children”,  what  the  2-3 
year  trends  are,  and  what the future looks 
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like.   This  analysis  should  be  the  joint 
responsibility  of  finance,  marketing  &  sales, 
starting at the gross sales level, taking in all 
discounts, marketing investment, sales force 
cost,  and  logistics  cost  (“cost  to  serve”) 
producing a net profit  contribution statement 
for each channel & major customer.  

4. RESOURCE ALLOCATION – Armed with the 
results of step 3 (above) it becomes easier to 
start  allocating  human  (sales  force)  & 
financial  (marketing investment) resource as 
part of the plan review.  Going through steps 
3 & 4 can lead to major changes in historical 
patterns  of  spending  and  dramatic 
improvements  in  customer  profitability.   It 
should be emphasised here that these steps 
are  not  just  for  “the  big  boys."   Any 
organisation  equipped  with  this  data  and 
insights  can  use  them to  make  incremental 
changes in their market approach.  

5. ENGAGEMENT OF SALES PERSONNEL  – 
How  many  review  processes  include  the 
senior salespeople from the start?  How often 
have you heard the Sales Director say “these 
aren’t  my  numbers,  I  always  thought  they 
were  too ambitious”?  We propose that  the 
annual  plan process includes a selection of 
senior salespeople right from the start.  Yes, it 
pulls them off the road for some days, but the 
benefit of getting their engagement & buy-in 
far  outweighs  the  customer  downtime  and 
helps to remove a “blame culture” syndrome. 

6. SALES AND CUSTOMER PLANS – Having 
involved the senior salespeople at the outset, 
they can now be charged with creating plans 
that are in line with overall company strategy 
and  that  will  deliver  the  agreed  financials. 
Those  salespeople  who  are  not  used  to 
working  to  “net  contribution”  numbers  can 
usually be trained quickly and often respond 
positively  to  this  new  way.   Written  sales 
plans need not be huge documents.  

The  important  thing  is  to  treat  sales 
planning on a par with plans for the other 
key functions and to steer the salespeople 
towards  ownership  of  their  plans  and  a 
commitment to deliver.

EVOLUTION VERSUS REVOLUTION

All  of  the  above  steps  form  a  continuous 
process.   Those  organisations  already 
implementing part of the process can add the 
missing steps and drill down further into those 
where  they  have  made  a  successful  start. 
Achieving excellence in sales is as measurable 
and  quantifiable  as  excellence  in  any  other 
function.  Whilst it is valid to argue that larger 
organisations with a significant profit base can 
“afford”  more  analysis  and  review  time,  all 
companies irrespective of size should adopt the 
6 step approach in some fashion.

SALES EXCELLENCE

Effective customer plans are one key building 
block  in  achieving  overall  Sales  Excellence. 
The  ARATOR approach  to  helping  clients 
develop world  class sales execution is  based 
on  a  process  which  focuses  on  delivering  a 
sustainable  methodology  and  defines  clear 
measures  for  all  the  five  key  elements   – 
Knowledge, Strategy,  Structure, Operations 
& People  – in  order  to  optimise  our  Clients’ 
profitability.  Each of these can be described in 
detail  and standards set  for  any organisation. 
This is a consultative process that results in all 
key  stakeholders  (not  just  the  sales 
department) being aligned on the appropriate, 
measurable  standards  for  their  particular 
organisation.   The benefit  is  to  shed light  on 
what is too often seen as more art than science 
and  to  encourage  more  open  discussion  on 
what it takes to deliver the organisation's plan 
once the strategy is set.
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