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SAMA organized a groundbreaking event in Chicago in 
late October, 2003. The theme of this Executive Symposium 
was Managing Customers as Assets. It was run as a 
discussion between facilitator Peter 
Mathias, a Harvard Ph.D. with 
years of experience in developing 
strategic customer programs through 
his firm Mathias & Co, and a very 
experienced team of practitioners from 
global account management programs: 
Tim Harford from DHL, David 
Macaulay from Siemens, Tom Muccio 
from Procter & Gamble and Tom Ryan 
from Xerox.

I had the opportunity to attend 
this session and to sit down with 
its presenters to discuss their views on Customer Asset 
Management. These discussions resulted in six steps that 
must be followed in order to become a forerunner through this 
exciting new competence area.

The Time Is Right for Customer Asset 
Management

Peter Mathias started the session by arguing that 
there are three driving forces that make customer 
relationships increasingly important. First, the 
gap between the market value and the book value 
of major listed corporations has continuously 
grown during the last 30 years. The ratio was 
approximately 1 in the 1970s and the average ratio 
today for S&P 500 companies is between 2 and 
2.5. This means that more than half of the value 
of the company – as seen by external investors – is 
something that cannot be measured by the balance 
sheet. As all cash flows come from customers, it 
can be argued that the most important ingredient 
of off-balance sheets assets is customers. 

Second, many industries are facing a difficult 

situation in terms of revenue and profit growth 
due to the consolidation happening among their 
customers. Many manufacturing industries have 

been in deflation for years 
already, and the same goes for 
financial services, for example. 
In a period where market prices 
are going down, it is very 
difficult to show any significant 
revenue and profit growth, 
and at the same time, analysts 
and investors are looking for 
exactly that. The pressure is 
mounting on CEOs’ heads, 
and this pressure forces them 
to start focusing on managing 

cash flow in a more efficient manner. CEOs are 
increasingly interested in understanding the half 
of the company’s value that is not on the balance 
sheet. This creates an interest for analyzing how 
customers can be managed as assets, and how 
this management practice can be used to create 
revenue and profit growth.

The third driving force relates to longer buying 
cycles. According to Peter Mathias, the “strategic 
wallet” in a company is not a single-year wallet 
due to multi-year buying and investment patterns. 
Hence, it is dubious to assess the profitability 
of a customer based on the situation in any 
specific moment. “Essentially the reason you 
have customer relationships as assets is because 
more and more customers have long cycle buying 
habits,” argues Mathias. This leads to a need to 
invest in customers, i.e., to develop relationships 
with customers today and wait for the payoff 
for maybe a year or two. The longer the buying 
cycle the more important it is to view customers 
as assets. But at the same time, it becomes 
even more important to select the customer in 
which a company wants to invest. Investments in 
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customers become a central ingredient in 
managing the total enterprise risk.

The Six Steps of Customer Asset 
Management

Discussion during the symposium 
resulted in the identification of six 
steps pertinent to managing customers 
as assets. None of these will work 
alone—many of them need to be 
implemented simultaneously.

I. Create the Wallet of the Future (and 
Re-Invent Your Company)

Typically companies are striving for a 
greater share of their customer’s wallet, 
i.e., they try to design strategies that 
encourage customers to concentrate 
their purchases. But executives who 
participated in the symposium left with 
new ideas not only on gaining a bigger 
share of the wallet, but also on involving 
the customer in a process by which the 
wallet can be enlarged. 

Peter Mathias identified three wallets. 
The first wallet is the Wallet of the 
Past, i.e., getting a bigger share of your 
customer’s wallet. Mathias argues that 
this wallet is history. His argument is that 
if you know what your share of wallet is, 
the customer will also know. Customers 
will use this to further press prices, i.e., 
they may concentrate their purchases, but 
they will also want rebates. According to 
Mathias, most industries are facing hard 
times because of price pressures: “It’s hard 
to raise prices in most of your customers’ 
businesses because they don’t have any 
pricing power. If you have no pricing 
power and you are supposed to produce 
10% earnings growth, the only way you 
can do this is to squeeze the ‘juices’ out of 
everything between the revenue line and 
the bottom line.”  

Customers are increasingly aware 
that their suppliers are a major part of 
their cost structure. As Mathias puts it, 
“As a supplier, your cost is embedded 
in your customer’s product! And as 

customers want more transparency, they 
will ask themselves, ‘Do I want to pay 
3% of my product cost to my supplier’s 
sales force?’”

The argument is, therefore, that if the 
objective is to grow share of wallet, it will 
be done under constant price pressure.

The second wallet is the Opportunity 
Wallet. This wallet is created by events 
that force customers to react. Customers 
naturally differ from one another, but 
they often seem to enter quite similar 
situations, even in different industries. 
These events can be individual (related to 
personal goals, private life or professional 
development in general), functional 
(changes in the customer’s organization, 
introduction of new metrics, new 
business innovation, new products or 
introduction of new tools or processes), 
corporate (change of management 
reorganizations, introduction of new 
strategy) or industry events (new 
competitive situation, new technology 
making old solutions obsolete, sudden 
changes in demand or resource supply). 
A concrete way to identify relevant 
customer situations is to analyze past 
successful sales deals. One should find out 
which kind of situations at the customer 
were the triggers for the completed 
sales and how the offering benefited the 
customer in the identified situations.

But the most important wallet is the 
Wallet of the Future. Mathias explained, 
“The Wallet of the Future is about 
helping companies create what will be 
their competitive advantage three to five 
years from now. Most companies have to 

increase total productivity somewhere 
between 3% and 5% a year just in 
order to survive. And in order to do 
that, they’re going to have to rethink 
how they do their business.” The quality 
of a company’s Wallet of the Future 
is determined by its strategy. If that 
strategy helps maintain a very high share 
of wallet of today, it will still do no good 
in the long-run if it creates poor position 
in the Wallet of the Future. 

To create a Wallet of the Future 
companies have to reinvent themselves, 
and this requires close cooperation with, 
and investment in, the best customers. 
Those who do not invest in customers 
will be at a disadvantage. 

Companies must first rethink their 
offerings. Today, many companies are 
working in “product neutral” industries. 
Product neutrality means that products 
are being commoditized due to 
globalization, making it increasingly 
difficult to differentiate the core product. 
In order to create competitive advantage 
in this environment, companies have to 
dramatically increase the service content, 
knowledge content and customer 
insight content in what they offer. As 
Mathias put it, “You do not want to 
sell cheap products. You want to sell 
smart services.”

II. Invest in the Right Customers 

Investing in customers is a difficult 
task. A company cannot invest in all 
customers, but instead needs to make 
strategic choices—choices that can make 
or break it. It is clear that there is no 
value in building excellent relationships 
with losers. As a result, companies have 
to be able to identify the winners of 
tomorrow. 

According to Mathias, one has to be 
very careful with this selection process. 
There is no point in spending a lot of sales 
resources on customers who are stuck in 
yesterday’s business model. “If you are 
in the business of creating tomorrow’s 
business model you have got to find 
tomorrow’s customers and tomorrow’s 
strategies,” Mathias argues. 
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According to him, roughly two-thirds 
of the excess returns on investments in 
customers come from the selection of 
the right industries and the remaining 
one-third comes from getting the right 
share of wallet from the customer. 
Unfortunately, getting the right share 
of wallet from the wrong customer is 
worth nothing. 

Tim Harford gave an example of 
this from DHL’s perspective. DHL’s 

offensive component of global account 
management entails identifying those 
industries that have potential for DHL to 
add new value. Harford explained, “When 
one analyzes industries it is easy to see 
that some are more lucrative than others. 
Take the telecommunications sector as 
an example. There are several changes 
going on in that industry that will create 
opportunities for DHL to create value. It 
is important to pay sufficient attention 
to industries where the supply chains 
of customers are changing, as these are 
likely to be the most important industries 
in the future.”

DHL does its own industry research. In 
its analysis, DHL generally concentrates 
on two things. First, what is generally 
occurring in different industries? Have 
significant changes in business models 
taken place or have there been changes in 
relationships? Second, DHL investigates 
which geographical areas are especially 
appealing in terms of development 
or changes that create opportunities 
for DHL.

Tom Muccio gave an example of 

how Procter & Gamble identifies which 
customers it should invest in. P&G usually 
looks at different geographical markets 
and their evolution. After this, it drafts 
different future scenarios and tries to 
identify which players are likely to 
be around five or ten years from now. 
These scenarios are naturally based 
on assumptions, and they have to be 
tested and challenged. When scenarios 
survive these tests, the next task is to 

determine whether these scenarios 
create opportunities for P&G, where 
these opportunities are located and 
in what P&G should invest based on 
this information.

DHL uses a systematic approach to 
identifying those customers in which 
to invest additional resources. After 
identifying interesting industries, DHL 
looks at five criteria to select the most 
lucrative customers. The first is the 
customer’s value to DHL, measured 
by existing revenue or future revenue 
potential. Second, DHL looks at the 
customers’ needs in terms of how they want 
to be managed—only those customers 
are selected that can be managed on a 
global basis and that will also get value 
from the relationship. The third criterion 
is partnership fit. It is important to be 
able to engage with customers on some 
level other than merely transactional. 
As Tim Harford put it, “It’s no use to 
invest in customers that are not going to 
be around for a long time, and who are 
not willing to engage with you for the 
long haul.” The fourth component is the 
potential for DHL to offer value to its 

customers. It is understandably pointless 
to identify valuable customers if you do 
not have anything to offer them. The last 
criterion demands that DHL only look 
for top players in each industry.

III. Know Thy Customer, Become 
Embedded in Its Strategy

Customers are getting smarter, better 
informed and better paid. According to 

Mathias, companies have to 
choose either to get smarter 
themselves, or to find dumber 
customers. In order to succeed 
in the future, companies have to 
have a knowledge advantage. 

 The first question companies 
need to ask themselves is not 
how important a specific 
customer is to them, but 
how important they are to 
the customer. “It’s not how 
strategic a customer is to you, 
but how strategic you are to 

them,” according to Mathias. 

The core of managing customers as 
assets is creating a deep understanding 
of customers—their business drivers and 
strategic challenges. Your aim should 
be to become more important to the 
customer and to align with its strategy. 
The concept of strategic alignment 
means that you should be embedded 
in the customer’s business system. The 
only way to become embedded is for 
you to choose customers for whom your 
company can play an important role.

Consider, for example, DHL’s 
segmentation model specific to global 
accounts. DHL segments its customers 
according to need. Only one segment, 
customers that have significant volume 
and are using DHL services as part 
of a Logistics solution, are considered 
for its Global Account Program. There 
is further segmentation into industry 
groups, which allows DHL to leverage 
expertise and develop industry-specific 
solutions. Tim Harford describes 
these industry-specific solutions as 
platform-building for certain industries. 
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Solutions are developed for individual 
customers based on the generic 
platforms / solutions for that 
particular industry. The aim of these 
industry-specific solutions is to 
minimize the customization made for 
individual customers. 

Mathias explained that aligning with 
the customer’s strategy is not about 
regular planning, but instead about 
creating scenarios and challenging 
existing business models. Siemens uses 
scenario analysis to identify future 
investment opportunities. According to 
David Macaulay, at Siemens corporate 
account managers are required to create 
a vision of the account three years from 
now. As a result of this fairly detailed 
process, a consolidated vision is created 
that helps Siemens not only identify 
future opportunities, but also change the 
behavior of employees to reflect a more 
long-term outlook. At the same time, 
Siemens protects its existing business. 
David Macaulay said, “We protect the 
past share of wallet by creating a more 
unified approach to the customer so 
the customer satisfaction stays high, the 
stability stays high.”

IV. Measure Business, Not Busyness

Moving into managing customers 
as assets requires a whole new set of 
measurements—success needs to be 
measured in a different way. There is, 
according to Mathias, a big difference 
between sales metrics and customer 
metrics. “Sales metrics are measuring 
inputs like revenues, activities, proposals. 
It’s what I call busyness (being busy), not 
business. In account management we 
have to use business metrics; we have to 
measure the output!”

One way to move towards business 
metrics is to distinguish between 
lagging and leading indicators. Revenue 
is a lagging indicator as it measures 
the history of the relationship with a 
specific customer. And maybe the most 
important leading indicator is the future 
role that the supplier will have in its 
customer’s business. The role of account 

management is to ensure that the supplier’s 
role in the customer’s business is bigger 
tomorrow than it is today, and than it 
has been in the past. In order to achieve 
this, the supplier has to understand the 
customer’s strategy and how it can help 
the customer achieve its strategic goals. 

Siemens made a conscious decision 
not to designate separate profit and 
loss accounts for account managers. 
According to Macaulay, Siemens did not 
want to encourage short-term thinking; 
instead, its aim is to encourage the 
long-term outlook required of 
consultative selling.

Another way to look at business 
metrics is, according to Mathias, 
to separate the analysis between 
“run-the-business” activities and 
“change-the-business” activities. Mathias 
argues that these actually are different 
businesses that should be measured 
separately and managed differently.

Run-the-business activities optimize 
your present day business—focusing 
on getting a high share of wallet and 
securing a good margin. Key measures 
relate to the company’s ability to 
keep up margins by constantly 
decreasing cost and improving efficiency 
of the business.

Change-the-business activities relate 
to the investments that the company 
makes in renewal and in customers with 
which it wants to create a future. 

According to Mathias, Wall Street 
wants to know how the company is 
managing its two businesses: “Are you 
cutting costs on the run-the-business? 
Are you raising margins? Increasing 
economics of scale? And are you using 
the cash flow that you have managed 
to squeeze out of the run-the-business 
part to re-invent yourself by investing in 
change-the-business activities?”

Discussion at the Symposium showed 
that this is a key area of development for 
all companies. Everybody struggles with 
getting the metrics right.

V. Align Your Organization to 
Deliver Value 

Incorporating customers’ points 
of view into corporate planning and 
operations has become increasingly 
important. An approach that was 
discussed during the Symposium was the 
“three in a box” approach of combining 
the more traditional views of products 
and geographical markets with customer 
perspective. Tom Muccio, one of  Procter 
& Gamble’s 30 presidents, explained 
P&G’s approach. “What we have is a 
matrix of equals.” At P&G, general 
managers representing customers, 
products and geographical areas 
ensure that the business plans drafted 

take into account the interests of all 
constituents. Therefore, the customer 
is always represented in P&G meetings. 
Also, instead of having senior executives 
act as sponsors for customers, P&G has 
senior executives that are truly involved 
in the customer relationships by being 
responsible for the big customers. 
According to Muccio, this was a big 
change, but a necessary one to send the 
right signals inside the company on the 
importance of customers. 

The use of a “three in a box” approach 
is also present at Xerox. According to 
Tom Ryan, Xerox used to be more or 
less a zip code and serial number company. 
It used to analyze customers against 
its knowledge of the Xerox portfolio 
of offerings and its geographic 
opportunity. Currently, Xerox is also 
adding customers into its perspective. 
The axes underlying the Xerox approach 
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today are, like at P&G, customers, 
products and geographical areas.

Siemens has also accentuated the 
customer’s viewpoint in its operations. 
According to David Macaulay, Siemens 
used to be a traditional and highly 
decentralized organization with different 
divisions and business units. This structure 
confused customers. One customer could 
be approached by over 30 different 
Siemens salesmen. Even if the customer 
did not want a single point of contact, 
it wanted an aligned Siemens that could 
help it with its business problems. Thus, 
customer alignment became a key issue at 
Siemens. Currently the corporate account 
managers report directly to people such 
as David Macaulay who report directly 
to the Chairman of the Board. According 
to Macaulay, the fact that an account 
manager’s boss’ boss is the Chairman of 
the Board has an impact with customers. 
This organizational change was dramatic 
when considering the past situation—at 
one time, account managers could have 
had 25 layers of Siemens management 
between themselves and the Board. 

Even though Siemens has undergone 
a drastic change from a traditional, 
decentralized company to more 
customer-oriented one, Macaulay feels 

that Siemens still has a long way to go. 
“We have not even come close to our 
goal of full customer alignment. We’re 
still working on the sales piece. The 
whole supply chain, and a lot of other 
things, still need to come into play.”

VI. Find a New Breed of Account 
Manager

The management of the processes 
described previously is the job of 
experienced managers. Reinventing a 
company with the help of customers is 
obviously a strategic issue and will require 
the involvement of senior managers. The 
account manager’s role will become very 
demanding, especially in relationships 
where major investments are made.

The Symposium’s conversation touched 
on the demands that this puts on future 
account managers. Tom Muccio of P&G 
shared some of his insights on this matter. 
In the past, P&G was run typically around 
products and geography. When it first 
started its customer program it analyzed 
its current general managers and their 
competencies. After this, it compared this 
position against P&G’s salespeople. After 
a gap analysis it became evident that, 

generally speaking, the salespeople did not 
possess all of the required competencies 
in order to become general managers at 
P&G—a very demanding role. 

For one thing, most salespeople do 
not possess strong writing skills. This 
is worrisome in any organization, but it 
is especially bad at P&G, which has a 
strong writing culture. According to Tom 
Muccio, new general managers have to 
have business mentality. “The people we 
have as customer general managers today 
are the transition generation,” he says. 
Muccio believes especially strongly that 
new general managers must understand 
finance. Shying away from numbers and 
quantitative issues is just impossible at 
the senior manager level, and customer 
general managers usually operate at the 
senior manager level. 

Tom Muccio sets additional 
requirements for customer management 
as well. “Many companies talk about 
getting senior management involved with 
customers. My view is that involvement 
is not enough—your strategic customers 
ought to be managed by the people that 
are high enough in the organization that 
they are senior management.”
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The Final Test: Are You Able to 
Show Value to Your Customers and 
Shareholders?

Shareholders are becoming more 
interested in the role of customers in 
defining the future of companies. It is 
definitely clear that the future of any 
company is dependent on the quality of 
its customer base. And increasingly, CEOs 
are interested in communicating customer 
issues to the investor community. Tom 
Muccio explained, “Our CEO has made 
the comment publicly that 2% of our 
profit and 2% of our revenue is directly a 
result of our customer program.”  

At the Symposium, Tim Harford 
presented a model that illustrates the value 
creation potential between DHL and its 
customers (see Figure 1 on page 12). 
According to him, customers are eager 
to discuss the value creation potential 
because, at the end of the day, that is 
what the customers are measured on. 
Both DHL and its customers can create 
value for their shareholders through 

cooperation by revenue enhancement or 
cost reduction. DHL can gain additional 
revenue by having more predictable 
revenue streams, by cross selling as well 
as offering new products and services 
or by using a customer as a reference 
account. Cost reduction on DHL’s end 
can occur through economies of scale in 
logistics, reduced sales costs and other 
scale opportunities. DHL’s customer, 
on the other hand, can increase its 
revenue generation by increasing 
customer satisfaction, parts availability, 
reliability or warranty commitments and 
by enlarging its geographical footprint. 

Customers can also achieve additional 
cost savings via lower inventories, 
reduced supply chain management 
costs as well as optimized transport and 
operation costs. Tim Harford described 
the main challenges associated with 
addressing shareholder value creation. 
“The challenge, of course, is to develop 
a level of trust and a relationship 
with customers so that the sharing of 
information is made possible and the 

best solution can be developed.”

The outcome of this unique “meeting of 
the minds” is clear. Managing customers 
as assets is the way by which customer 
issues will finally reach the C-level’s 
agenda—and stay there. Any company 
with strategic account management 
programs in place will need to develop 
this capability to improve the potential 
of its customer assets. 
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