HOW CLOSE IS CLOSE ENOUGH TO THE CUSTOMER
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY


While getting close to the customer is widely recommended as an obvious way of serving the customer better, there is no clear demarcation between being close to the customer and being customer driven.  No longer content with the ability to anticipate customer demand, many suppliers are seeking to influence this demand, moving from being reactive to gently proactive.  Increasing involvement in the customers’ business may help lock in the customer, but it also leads to increasing involvement of the customer in the supplier’s business, locking in the supplier as much as the customer.  This incremental integration has important strategic implications that firms  must examine carefully. 

INTRODUCTION


Getting close to just one customer or a few major customers is somewhat easier and less complicated than getting close to lots of customers.  Each customer has different requirements and sometimes have different preferences.  While getting close to the customer is widely recommended there can be a point when you can become to close that there could be problems that arise.  Although it is a rare subject that is infrequently talked about it does exist  There can be a point when you are to close for comfort.  Most companies thrive on being close to the customers and it is a concept that is spreading day by day.  Researchers are starting to realize certain implications that arise when companies get to close to there customers.  


IMPORTANCE OF TOPIC AND RELATIONSHIP TO MARKETING

Although an incumbent marketer has the luxury of being close to the customer, the advantage of that position is overshadowed by at least four difficulties that the marketer must overcome to remain successful.  First, closeness with the customer gives the customer absolute information with which to evaluate the incumbent marketer’s competiton.  Second, the marketer and customer have different views about the awarded contract or the sales order.  Third, the marketer may not have the drive after the sale is won to continue serving the customer.  Fourth, the marketer may be working to hard to keep a customer and overshadow the fact of winning new customers.  The incumbent has a constant demand to market their product or service.  It is a position that the opponent can benefit from.  Even though the incumbent has the advantage of being close to the customer the opponent is always a threat (Gilbert, 1994 p.4).


Being close to the customer is letting the customer have absolute information about the company which the customer can use to evaluate other services or products.  There are many aspects of a company that the customer can retrieve information about.  Some examples are product performance, cost, price, delivery schedules, warranties, and post-sales support.  The customer will use this type of information to rate the type of performance and service they are receiving.  If it does not coincide with the service they were promised it may cause the customer to go elsewhere.  Since the customer knows what is important to them the competitor will thrive on the incumbents weakest performance.  The competitor only has promises to work with and cannot be judged until a contractual commitment is delivered (Gilbert, 1994 p.4).


When there is a contract or sales order filled, the marketer and the customer have different views.  The marketer thinks he has done a good job and believes his marketing skills have won the client.  While the customer thinks he is doing the marketer a favor and the marketer should be grateful to the customer.  More problems may arise after because the marketer believes the customer needs less time and attention while the customer believes he should be receiving more attention.  These expectations are true no matter what level of the sale (Gilbert , 1994 p.4).


Once the sale is made the marketer may not have the drive to pursue the customer anymore.  Which will cause problems for the company if the customer looks elsewhere for better service.  The marketer should make that extra effort to continue providing good customer service.  If the marketer continues providing excellent customer service there can be the problem of the marketer overlooking other potential customers and markets which can also hurt the company.  The incumbent must make sure that the customer is handled with the service he was promised.  In every aspect of the service that the customer may use to evaluate the incumbent.  Essentially the incumbent or marketer is paying the customer back for their business (Gilbert, 1994 p.4).


To most entrepreneurs, the reality of one-to-one marketing and interactive selling arise from what they have always believed in - staying close to the customer.  One person who sees the big picture is Robert Lauterborn of the University of North Carolina.  Lauterborn says “companies are not marketing on the averages anymore, they are marketing on the differences.”  There used to be a one-size-fits-all strategy that aimed at everyone.  Which provided high volume and low cost.  Which actually meant your product or service fit nobody.  Instead of satisfying all your customers you were actually satisfying nobody.  It was something companies could get away with as long as nobody else was doing a better job than you.  As soon as someone did, it was over.  Companies need to know what their customers value.  Emphasis should not be put on just being a service company or a relationship company.   Sure that works for some customers, but not for all.  Companies can be more than one thing (DeGarmo, 1995 p.4).


“There’s no such thing as product differentiation, only customer differentiation” states Lauterborn.  In reality, most successful products have been created with the customer in mind.  Doing away with product planning and having only customer needs and wants planning.  Also companies should change from focusing on high-quality products and stress high-quality relationships and forget about share of market and start emphasizing share of customer, the consequences could end up loosing your customer because as soon as somebody knows your customer better than you do, your out of business (DeGarmo, 1995 p.4).  


Believing that being close to the customer and planning for customer satisfaction is sufficient can cause the company to forget other aspects of customer satisfaction.  Executives at firms have strong customer focus.  They might have complaint hot lines, extensive warranties, and conduct customer satisfaction surveys.  While having these techniques are great they still do not constitute a total customer focus because customer satisfaction is not something that concerns only some parts of the firm.  Every part of the firm should have goals and incentives that are tied into strengthening customer service.  This requires a carefully conceived management system that involves all parts of the firm in improving customer satisfaction.  This is done infrequently because companies lack a systematic approach to customer satisfaction.  Executives believe that a system isn’t needed and that they already understand the customers and know what they want.  A good customer satisfaction system does far more than obtain information.  It gets the right information to the right people and ensures that the information is used not just to correct a specific error, but to improve the underlying process (Zangwill, 1994 pp.44-45).


Market research gets people close to the customer.  Market research buffers managers and employees from real customers and their needs.  Usually a consultant firm is hired to do the research which keeps everyone from the opportunity of interacting with the customer face to face.  This causes problems for the company because the research and reports are substitutes for all hands (Harari, 1994 p.49).   

FUTURE OF THE TOPIC AND MARKETING IMPLICATIONS

Sometimes customers or businesses do not want more choices.  They know exactly what they want.  Today technology can provide that kind of service to adapt to certain individual needs and preferences.  To handle these needs and preferences businesses can provide a wider array of goods and services.  This can end up bombarding their customers with to many choices.  They can use technology to become a mass customizer which will provide customized good or services to certain individual customers.  They can also become a one to one marketer which obtains information from the customer to be able to give the specific needs the customer is looking for.  Using the combination of a mass customization and one to one marketing brings the producer and the customer in a learning relationship.  This process brings the producer and consumer together to meet the consumers needs completely.  When the producer has this learning relationship with the consumer it gives a competitive advantage.  Since the consumer is providing the producer with their preferences and needs the producer can provide the consumer with better service or goods.  This makes it difficult for the competitor to tempt them to change.  Even if the competitor were willing to offer the same service or product the producer would have to engage in another learning relationship with the competitor which would involve a lot of time and energy.  If a company is involved in a learning relationship this should enable the company to keep the business forever (Pine, et al., 1995 p.103-104).


When a company is use to the idea of having a learning relationship with its customers it can expand by becoming a learning broker.  The company can gain new customers in the company’s current market or expand into new locations.  Companies can also deliver new products and services to current customer.  This path of becoming a learning broker is a difficult one but it is something to consider.  It can pay off to become a learning broker.  There has to be a trust between the producer and the customer to yield a greater competitive advantage (Pine, et al., 1995 p.114).


In the business world today, getting close to the customer is trendy.  It is the ground work for corporate excellence.  There is a perception about getting close to the customer has being simple but it actually very complex.  When companies get close to there customers it entails the customer getting close to the company.  Basically it starts and finishes with giving the customer the service it needs.  It is an aspect of marketing that will lead to increased sales (Macdonald, 1995 p.9).  Every aspect of the company should get close to the customer.  The marketing department has direct contact with the customer but, everyone should feel responsible for the customer (Macdonald, 1995 p.10).


Quality and flexibility are major requirements in getting close to the customer.  There is always the thought that the better the quality the happier the customer.  The faster the supplier is able to respond to the customer in a effective manner also keeps the customer satisfied.  In order to perform well there needs to be a complete commitment from all employees in order to succeed in getting close to the customer (Macdonald, 1995 p.10).                                                                                               CONCLUSION

A firm that would take getting close to the customer seriously must consider the degree to which it can.  This is not to say that getting close to the customer is bad concept, just simply that it should not be regarded as an obvious and easy course.  When the question is asked “How close is close enough to the customer?”  One might get the response “...you can never be too close.”  Sure, every company wants to be close to there customer for the reasons mentioned earlier but there can be a down fall.  Is a company willing to share there secrets with their customers and risk the confidentiality the business possesses.  It is a factor most companies have to address.  Then you run the risk of forgetting potential markets that can be just has important to the success of the company.  A company must look beyond the advantages of getting close to the customer and foresee the possible complications.  

