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While we have just come 
through one of the biggest 
financial meltdowns in 

U.S. history, almost every industry has 
been forced to rethink its position in the 
marketplace and how its “go-to-market” 
strategies have been affected. 
 As someone who has been involved 
in facilitating strategic planning processes 
with organizations for almost 20 years,  
I often find it amusing how people answer 
the questions I pose about the importance 
of a solid, loyal client base.
 Most agency owners will 
acknowledge freely that retaining and 
rounding clients’ policies is critical to 
their long-term success, viability and 
profitable exit strategy. My observation 
is that very seldom do owners of small- 
and medium-sized agencies put detailed 
thought into it. I would categorize it 
as giving the subject lip service from a 
staff’s point of view.
 It’s funny, but almost no one will 
admit to being “lousy” at client service, 
any more than they will talk about living 
in an average town with average kids. 
Instead, I see the “Lake Woebegone 
Syndrome.” In Lake Woebegone, it seems 
all the women are pretty, all the men 
are handsome and all the kids are well 
above average.
 Therefore, if so many people think 
client service and loyalty are critical 
to the success of the vision and the 
execution of their strategic plan, why 
are these not usually monitored with the 
same intensity as the financials? After all, 
financials are a lagging indicator (telling 
what happened after the fact), while 
client loyalty measures are almost always 
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a leading indicator (predicting what may 
happen in the future). 
 Why is it that many organizations 
choose to almost ignore measuring 
client loyalty and run the risk of losing 
established clients to their competition?

Client loyalty as  
overarching strategy
 In 1960, Professor Theodore Levitt 
wrote the groundbreaking article, 
“Marketing Myopia,” in the Harvard 
Business Review. To paraphrase, he 
concluded that the purpose of all business 
is to attract and maintain customers while 
generating adequate profitability today 
and improved profitability in the future. 
 That balancing act holds true today. 
How many organizations do you know 
that are masters at bringing business 
in the front door only to lose it out the 
back door just as quickly? We also have 

dealt with organizations that service their 
existing business so well that the owners 
and producers “never get around to 
developing new business.”
 Organizations and agencies that see 
customer service simply as a department 
to be managed rather than a point of 
strategic differentiation may be looking 
at the business through the lens of short-
term focus. So many people with whom 
we talk have never calculated the lifetime 
value of a typical insured and even those 
who have done the math usually don’t 
communicate that number to their staff 
at every level of the organization on a 
regular basis. Knowing that number can 
provide a framework to make decisions 
for the long haul and maintain the client 
relationship rather than looking at it from 
a “transactional” basis.
 Calculating the total dollars for 
the lifetime insured can give you some 
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idea of what is at risk in the future if 
you underserve your client base. Would 
you go into your back yard, dig a hole, 
bury that amount of money there and 
walk away from it forever? In essence, 
that is what happens when clients are 
taken for granted. The cause can either 
be by default (i.e., not paying attention, 
understaffing by design, allowing 
a lack of systemic follow-up and  
follow-through) or it can be attributed 
to a management team with so strong 
a focus on short-term results that they 
become almost greedy.

Does your organization have 
a client-loyalty strategy?
 If you examine your strategic plan, 
it’s necessary to differentiate the agency 
strategy and plan from the client-loyalty 
strategy. They are not identical. As a  
bare minimum, the following should  
be considered. 
 Organizations need to make 
sure their strategy identifies their 
differentiation in the marketplace,  
so they can be capitalized fully upon  
and sustained for as long as practical. 
That should help define which targets can 
be converted to loyal, satisfied insureds. 
The agency needs to have an organization 
structure in place that supports the 
strategic direction so that the strategy can 
be well executed. The agency needs to 
have the right people in place, who can 
provide the insured a highly efficient and 
effective, yet pleasant experience. 
 An agency needs to have processes 
in place that lead to flawless execution on 

behalf of everyone concerned, internally 
and externally, so that frustration is 
minimized. While having the proper 
talent is vital to ensure excellence in 
client service, it also is known that 94 
percent of failings result from process/
system failures and not people failures. 
An agency needs to have recognition 
and compensation systems in place that 
support the strategy and they must never 
operate counter to it, or inadvertently 
reward the wrong behavior. An agency 
needs to have leaders in place that 
provide a positive environment that 
people thrive and grow in as well as 
demonstrate intolerance to accept 
mediocrity from any one inside the 
agency including any siblings or relatives. 
 Leaders in organizations need 
to ask themselves if they are willing 
to pay the price for developing loyal 
clients. Achieving excellence initially 
may require an agency owner to invest 
time, attention to detail, and money to 
develop the processes to do it right the 
first time, but it pays off—being even a 
little better than the competitor can pay 
huge dividends. Think about how little 
money goes to the agency that finished 
in second place when a customer decides 
to interview several agencies or carriers 
prior to making a buying decision.  
Yet many organizations are not willing 
to step up their game and pay that price. 
Instead they are content with processes, 
technology and staff who are “probably 
good enough.” Let me ask you to think 
through how often you proactively 
recommend someone you perceive as 

probably good enough versus someone 
you believe really delivered beyond  
your expectations?
 Client expectation measurements are 
important to monitor continuously. It is 
necessary for organizations to take the 
time to discover why a client has signed 
on with you and not the competition. 
It’s also necessary to determine what 
they really want to have happen as part 
of the client experience. Match those 
expectations in terms of pricing and 
service. Make sure you are not trying  
to sell a champagne policy to someone 
with a beer budget and vice versa.  
Make it as easy as possible for them to 
conduct business with you. It is then up 
to you to make sure you deliver what 
your client wants. Failure to do so most 
likely will result in the loss of that client 
to your competitor.
 Of course, no matter what the 
situation is, things don’t always go 
smoothly. Problems arise, that’s why 
organizations should make sure they have 
a process in place for “service recovery.” 
That is, if something goes wrong 
suddenly, they should be able to recover 
with minimal damage. 
 Finally, organizations should make 
sure their policies protect the right 
people. Often, they have policies in 
place that protect themselves against 
the 1 percent of clients who abuse the 
system. This makes the other 99 percent 
of their clients who play by the rules pay 
the price and become frustrated. Many 
organizations, unfortunately, don’t look 
at what they are doing through the eyes 
of the customers. Rather, they only are 
looking to protect themselves.
 Customer loyalty demands a price. 
Are you willing to pay it? 
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