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Introduction
The world of business is becoming ever more global and constantly 
changing, and changing fast.

Chapter

These changes are characterised by turbulence. Turbulence is evolving technology, 
economic uncertainty, changing competitors and changing customer needs. These 
fast changes mean that companies need to be more agile. 

Companies have fewer customers producing larger share of their revenue and profit. 
Losing one of these customers would have dramatic financial consequences. How 
would you replace their sales? How would you replace their margin?  It’s almost 
impossible to replace these customers because your competitors will protect their 
large customers at all cost.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

In a digital world, your competitors are in Asia
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As you consider how to persuade your customers, consider this: your new 
competitors are likely to be in Asia. When some of the work is technical or digital, 
each year the Powerhouses of India and China get more powerful. Dan Pink’s book 
A Whole New Mind explains in more detail why so much work is already outsourced 
to Asia and why this trend is guaranteed to accelerate.

Consider how many engineering graduates India and China produce. What would 
you guess? Australia produces about 10,000 engineering graduates a year and 
America 70,000. So, how many would India and China produce – let’s guess at India 
producing three times the number as America and China five times as many.

Not even close. India produces about 350,000 (seven times America) engineering 
graduates a year and China 600,000 (nine times America). Don’t be distracted by 
the quality of engineers, combined they are producing 13 engineers for every one 
America produces and 85 for every one Australia produces. 

Additionally, programmers earn about US$70,000 in America and US$14,000 in 
India. With such a difference in cost and availability of labour it is easy to see why 
so much is outsourced and that this trend will only increase.

So what? Well it means that competing on price alone is a competition you will not 
win. You need to look for something that cannot be programmed on a computer. 
You need to start building strategic relationships with the customers you can’t 
afford to lose. Connect with your customers in ways that can’t be computerised.
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Focus on the customer?

But customise the experience, because there will 
be differences between your customers and within 
them.

This requires agile capabilities and great 
persuasive skills.

Don’t sell products, help your 
customers succeed and thrive.

Vadim Kotelnikov
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lose– Focus on Them

These changes are characterised by turbulence. Turbulence is evolving technology, 
economic uncertainty, changing competitors and changing customer needs. These 
fast changes mean that companies need to be more agile. 

Companies have fewer customers producing larger share of their revenue and profit. 
Losing one of these customers would have dramatic financial consequences. How 
would you replace their sales? How would you replace their margin?  It’s almost 
impossible to replace these customers because your competitors will protect their 
large customers at all cost.

Many companies retain their customers the ‘easy way’, by discounting prices, 
increasing rebates, extending terms and providing more for less. This is the start of 
the ‘doom loop’, from which it is almost impossible to escape. In the worst cases, 
large customers are lost, and can’t be replaced soon enough so the organisation has 
no choice other than to downsize to survive. In many cases organisations don’t 
survive.

Have you assessed the financial effect of losing one of your largest customers? 
Would it be manageable for you or would it be fatal? With most customers now 
locked in to long-term contracts, and fierce competition in industries, how easy 
would it be for you to replace one of your most important customers? 

So, how do you retain these customers?
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Who are the customers you 
can’t afford to lose?

Chapter

Everyday our markets are getting tougher. Our competitors are fighting 
for a slice of our business and clinging to their existing business, often 
with aggressive prices.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

When the tough gets tougher, leave the price lever alone and get better. Specifically, 
get better at persuading. Make your presentations high impact and simple to 
understand – spend the time doing the hard work so your customers don’t have to.

Your strategic customers are thirsty for insights.
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Knowledge is power. Information is power.

Robin Morgan

First, you need to identify who your strategic customers are, 
which customers you can’t afford to lose? Customers with the 
most transactions are not always the most profitable 
customers.  Check that big sales = big profits to identify your 
most profitable customers. Sometimes you have large sales 
but you have had to process many purchase orders, dispatch 
notes or invoices.

If you have two customers that generate $10 million, where 
one customer needs 10 purchase orders and 10 invoices and 
the other needs 1 million purchase orders and 1 million 
invoices. These two accounts generate very different profits.

Without getting too complex, generally the customer with the 
most transactions will be the less profitable. For your 
organisation, it is important to check that big sales = big 
profits. Especially if your organisation is growing fast. 
Otherwise, as sales grow, the complexity from large numbers 
of transactions can kill your profits.
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Once you know who your critical customers are, then ask one simple question: 
What business results can you help them achieve?

Only this matters. Despite the protests of many in your organisation, it’s not about 
your products and services. If you want to persuade the customers you can’t afford 
to lose, then you must help them deliver better business results.

To create long-term strategic relationships with your most important customers, 
you need to have a problem-solving mindset. You need to focus on how you can 
help your most important customers improve their business results.

To do this you need to do three things:

1. Focus on the customer: understand their problems and strategic challenges.

2. Ensure the customer is getting the maximum possible value from the products 
and services they purchase.

3. Find ways beyond your products and services to help your customers achieve 
better business results: using your organisational competencies, expertise, 
relationships and insights.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017Persuading customers you can’t afford to 
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I took the road less travelled by, and that has made all the 
difference.

Robert Frost



88

When you have established who the customers are, that you can’t afford to lose, you 
need to identify who in your customer’s organisation you need to influence.

In business today, one person rarely makes decisions. Several people influence the 
decision making process. Just focusing on the decision maker and ignoring the 
other buying styles can be a costly mistake.

There are five different buying styles:

• Decision maker

• Influencer

• Recommender

• Gatekeeper

• End user

What if you can persuade the decision maker to say yes to your proposals? Then 
the other four styles can still ruin your proposal and show the decision maker how 
they made a bad choice to choose you and your company. 

Each of these buying styles has different needs and to be successful, you must meet 
each of their needs.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017Persuading customers you can’t afford to 
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Persuading for Results

All five of these styles are discussed in more detail in the book below.

http://bennelongpublishing.com.au/products/persuading-for-results
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Madoff, was a respected fund manager and former chairman of NASDAQ (National 
Association of Securities Dealers Automated Quotations) was arrested by the FBI for 
swindling investors out of US$50 billion.

Many professionals, including bankers, insurers and investment managers lost 
millions. How could he seduce into investing so many professionals who should have 
known better?

Madoff had plenty of authority in his role and with high-profile existing investors, 
plenty of social proof to keep finding more investors. Cialdini’s research shows how 
you can use these powerful methods to persuade – just more ethically.

What are the six principles 
of persuasion?

Chapter

There are six well known methods to aid your persuasion – researched 
and identified by Dr. Robert Cialdini.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

Persuasion can and should be used for good, but it can be used unethically too and a 
great example of this is in the book, Catastophe by Deborah and Gerald Strober about 
Bernard L. Madoff..

The greatest discovery of my age is that 
man can change their circumstances by 
changing the attitude of their mind.

William James

Persuading customers you can’t afford to 
lose– Focus on Them

Catastrophe

https://www.amazon.com/Catastrophe-Story-Bernard-Madoff-Swindled/dp/B005M4F57C
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Dr Robert Cialdini has spent his entire career researching the science of influence. 
He is known as an expert in persuasion, compliance and negotiation. He is 
currently Regents’ Professor Emeritus of Psychology and Marketing at Arizona State 
University.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

Cialdini’s six principles
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#1 Reciprocity
#2 Social Proof
#3 Commitment & Consistency
#4 Liking
#5 Authority
#6 Scarcity

Reciprocity People tend to return a favour or gift. Give your 
customers something for free (maybe some information) 
and they will feel more generous to you when it comes 
to renegotiating that deal.

Social Proof People will follow others that are similar to themselves. 
Provide evidence of similar customers who are already 
using your products or services.

Commitment &
Consistency

People honour a commitment they have made verbally 
or in writing. Connect your proposal to opinions they 
have raised at previous meetings.

Liking People are more easily persuaded by people that they 
like. Find something you have in common with the 
person you are trying to persuade.

Authority People will defer to experts. Always include details of
your expertise and experience.

Scarcity Perceived scarcity generates demand. The ‘limited time 
only’ sales. Provide information to your customer that is 
exclusive to them and therefore provides them with a 
competitive advantage.
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Common questions about Cialdini’s six principles of 
persuasion.
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How do they work? We have less time to deal with 
complexity, so we use short cuts to 
simplify decisions. These work well 
most of the time, but leave us open 
to occasional, costly mistakes.

Do I have to use all of 
them?

No, but the more you can use the 
more chance you have of persuading 
someone.

Will the tools always
work?

No, there are no guarantees. 
However, they will increase the odds 
of a yes.

Are there circumstances 
when these are very 
effective?

Yes, if there is a lot of uncertainty or 
complexity in a situation.

Are they ethical? They are neutral and can be used 
both ethically and unethically.

Warning: 
Do not use the tools to persuade someone to do something 
they do not want to do, as this will bring short-term success 
but long-term failure.
Using the tools ethically will help you craft persuasive 
messages and make you a much more powerful persuader 
with long-term success.

You can discover more about a person in an hour of play 
than in a year of conversation.

Plato
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Is there a persuasion 
process?

Chapter

Persuasion is a skill, it’s even called an art!
Some people have natural charisma and the ability 
to persuade and influence other people with ease, 
but many people struggle to be effective persuaders. 
The good news is – these skills can be learned.

There are eight steps to the persuasion process and 
these all involve understanding the other person’s 
point of view.

Seek first to understand,
then to be understood.

St Francis

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

The Persuasion Process
1. Ask Who?

Any persuasion – getting your boss to give you a pay rise, or your family to help around the 
house – starts with one question: who are you trying to persuade? There’s no standard form 
of words that will persuade everyone to do everything. Persuasion is personal. You have to 
find the words that will work for that one person.

This seems obvious. But look around you, what may seem like common sense is not 
common practice. Too often people decide what they think are good reasons that someone 
else should do something and then get frustrated when the person will not do what they 
want. For example, what will work with one member of your family will not necessarily work 
with another.

Persuading customers you can’t afford to 
lose– Focus on Them
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So, start by thinking about the one person you want to persuade. What do they like? 
What do they dislike? What are their interests? What do they care about?

Armed with your first answers, is there some way of connecting what you want with 
what they like or their interests. You can also consider if what you want them to stop 
doing is connected to what they don’t like.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

2. Ask what do you want them to do?

Often people get caught up with people’s attitudes. For example, I want him to stop 
being sullen. The difficulty with attitudes is they depend on what is going on 
between the persons ears and you can’t see this. So, you start interpreting all kinds 
of facial expressions and words to presume you know what’s happening in their 
brain. This is just too hard.

Persuading customers you can’t afford to 
lose– Focus on Them

If you are thinking: Why can’t I just tell them what to do? 
Well, you can; but will it work and will it work when you 
are not around? If you can get someone to agree to do 
what you want, then they are more likely to do it willingly 
and more likely to keep doing it.

57% or people talk 
to people more 
online than they do 
in real life.

Persuasion works 
best face-to-face.

Let’s keep things simple. What do you want the 
other person to stop doing or start doing? Identify 
a behavior. Something you can see, something 
you can see is done or not done. (Leave changing 
attitude to someone with more time and more 
patience.)
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3. Create Choices

Now you know who you want to persuade and what you want them to do, what 
next? If you think there is only one way you can get what you want, .. “It’s my way 
or the highway” then you need to pray that they agree this is the only way. I’ll let 
you in on a secret, this rarely works. Because everyone wants to feel like they have 
choices and some control over what they do. Not many people like being told what 
to do. So, you will be more effective if you give the other person some choices in how 
they can do what you want.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017Persuading customers you can’t afford to 
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Until you believe you have options, 
you’ll continue to feel stuck.

Sean Stephenson

But, people don’t like too many choices, three is a good number. Now, I can confess, 
there is another reason to create choices. It’s to change your mind too. If you have 
only one choice you can quickly fall into right/wrong thinking. You know there’s 
one way and you are right. When they disagree, as will happen often, then they are 
wrong. With this thinking, you are more likely to get into a disagreement instead of 
a discussion. So, propose some choices rather than argue that one way is right or 
wrong.

4. Understand Consequences

What happens when the person you are persuading says yes? What happens when 
they say no?

Thinking about the consequences for the other person can often help you 
understand why they keep saying no. If they say yes, to your request for a pay rise 
then the other 19 people in your department will ask for a pay rise. If they say yes, 
they have to go and argue your case with their boss and HR. Based on this you can 
understand why they say no.

If you look at the consequences and find that the consequences do not work in your 
favour, then what should you do? Can you change the consequences? Can you stop 
doing something? Can you start doing something?
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Often a killer question to ask yourself is, 
what are the consequences if they do 
nothing and don’t make a decision or say no 
to your options. If the answer is: when they 
do nothing, then nothing happens. Then 
guess what will happen: nothing.

5. Ask Questions

The easiest way to persuade people is when you can connect what you want with 
how they see things. The easiest way to find out how they see things is to ask 
questions. And then listen!

If you listen, really listen, then you’ll start to understand how they see the situation 
and what’s important to them.

Understanding how they see the situation will give you clues how to present to them 
in a way that is more likely to persuade them to do what you want.

Now, anyone can ask questions. To ask good questions, you need to prepare the 
questions before you meet with a person. Even the most skilled persuader, finds it 
hard to come up with good questions in the middle of a discussion. Also, all 
questions are not equal. Some questions are far better than others to uncover how 
the other person sees the situation. Some handy questions to use in these 
situations. 

You want your teenage son to tidy his room. If he says yes 
then the consequences are he will have to do what he 
thinks is hard work and stop playing his videogame. If he 
says no, then he does not have the hard work and can 
keep playing his game – then guess what he will do?

Change the consequences: Can you offer him his favourite 
meal and refuse to give him a regular lift to his soccer 
game. Some different consequences to make him more 
inclined to say yes.

There are neither rewards or 
punishments; there are 
consequences.

Robert Green Ingersoll
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6. Use Summaries

The reason most people won’t listen to your arguments is because they don’t feel 
that you understand their arguments. 

Just read that sentence again, they won’t listen to you because they don’t feel that 
you have listened to them. Because they don’t think you have listened to them, they 
get upset and are more difficult to persuade. To stand any chance of persuading 
them, you must convince them you understand their position. This does not mean 
you must agree with their position, but you must convince them you understand 
their position.

Convincing them you understand is much easier than you think. The problem for 
most of us is that we are too busy arguing and disagreeing to convince them that we 
are listening to them: use summaries.

Handy Questions
Under what circumstances would you ..?
None? Really? (wait quietly for a response, no 
matter how long it takes)
I know you don’t want to or don’t think you 
can. Leaving aside all the obstacles, what if in 
7 days you were .. What would be the 
benefits?

What are the consequences of saying yes?
What are the consequences of saying no?

What are the consequences if you start 
doing/stop doing this?
What are the consequences of doing nothing?

What’s the most important thing for you now?
Why not? (to uncover their interests)
What if?
What would you do if you were in my shoes?

I never learn anything talking. 
I only learn things when 
I ask questions.

Lou Holtz
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You may be tempted to ignore this step. However, until the other person says yes, 
they are not going to listen to you and your arguments. No matter how good your 
arguments are. So, keep summarising until they say yes. You will be amazed at how 
much more receptive they are to your persuasion once they are convinced that 
you’ve listened to them and understand them.

You are not agreeing with them, you are simply showing you understand their view 
of the situation. Once they are convinced that you understand their position, 
surprisingly, you will find they are more willing to listen to your arguments. 

Typically, it will take two summaries before they say yes. In very emotional 
situations, it takes more. However, keep summarising until you get a yes.

Persuading customers you can’t afford to 
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If you say something like, I don’t agree with your view but I want to 
make sure that I understand what you’re saying. Then summarise 
what they have said and how they feel. Then ask, “have I got that 
right?”
If they say no, try to summarise again and ask if you have 
understood them.

Oh, I got it wrong, as I said I’m not saying I agree with you, but let 
me try again to see if I understand what you are saying: what you 
are saying is W and X,Y and Z is making your furious. Have I got 
that right?

You can practise this technique in lots of situations, when people express different 
opinions to yours. Before you argue with them, summarise their opinions and ask 
them if you have got it right. Notice how much more receptive they are to your 
arguments when they are convinced you understand their position.

Using summaries is one of the most powerful tools in the 
persuader’s tool box.

7. Take Time

People like to feel that their opinions have been 
considered. To consider opinions takes time. 
Whether it’s five minutes, five hours or five days, 
when somebody takes the time to consider your 
opinions, you feel better. You feel better, even if they 
say no and disagree with you.
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So, even if you’re still going to disagree with the other person and say no, take some 
time to consider their opinions.

Can you meet them next week or the next day, in an hour or in 15 minutes after 
you’ve made a cup of tea or after being quiet for a minute to think about their views. 
Taking time gives you and them time to think about the conversation so far. Breaks 
of any kind show respect to the other person’s views (however outrageous).

If you can’t take a break, then continue. Just expect it will be harder to persuade 
them because the other person is likely to think you have not seriously considered 
their view.

The most powerful thing you can do is combine summarizing until the other person 
says yes, and then take some time to consider their opinion before going back and 
agreeing or disagreeing.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017Persuading customers you can’t afford to 
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The two most powerful warriors are patience and time.

Leo Tolstoy

8. Connecting Choices

With the information you now have, after listening to them should you change your 
original three choices?
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If you change your choices to connect with what they said, then you have more 
chance of persuading them. 

©Bennelong Publishing 2017Persuading customers you can’t afford to 
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You said X was important, so one way is ..

Another way is ..

Finally, you said you did not want Y, so another way to do this is ..

If you get no, ask:

I have given you three choices, what do you dislike about the choices and what do 
you like? Can you explain your reasons?

I am trying to find a way that works for both of us. If you tell me 
what you like and don’t like we can see if there is another way.

Faced with a continuing refusal to be 
persuaded, a powerful question that sometimes 
changes people’s perspective is: what would you 
do if you were in my shoes?

Sometimes this gets the other person to see 
your perspective and they become more 
reasonable.

Summary

To persuade you need to identify specifically 
who you want to persuade (and know their 
likes, dislikes and interests). Then be certain 
you know what you want them to do.

Create three choices for them and understand the consequences of saying yes 
and no. Show them you want to understand by asking good questions and using 
summaries.

Then, remember the power of time. Finally, connect your choices to their view
of the situation.
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For really challenging situations
For really challenging situations you need to try to use two of the most powerful 
tools from Robert Cialdini, who has been studying persuasion for over 30 years.

Social Proof – people are more likely to be persuaded when someone else like them 
is already doing it. Can you show another manager gave a pay rise outside the 
annual pay rises? Can you show that two of your husband’s friends iron their own 
shirts? Can you show another teenager that helps with the gardening in exchange 
for petrol money?

Authority (Role Models) – people are more likely to be persuaded if you can show 
them another influential opinion that they can accept. This is often an expert or 
sometimes a role model. For salary negotiations, if you can show a salary survey 
that shows your salary is in the bottom 25% for companies of your size in NSW, this 
is compelling evidence.

Can you show information from an article or a book? Can you get a quote someone 
has made? In business this can be prominent people or people with specialist 
qualifications. At home this can be a little trickier. Is there someone that they look 
up to. Perhaps you are trying to persuade your teenager to be honest with you, you 
might use the words of Katy Perry.

Honesty has always worked for me. Katy Perry

Or if you are trying to persuade your daughter to read more.

The cool thing about reading is that when you read a short story or you read 
something that takes your mind and expands where your thoughts can go, that’s 
powerful. Taylor Swift

Perhaps sportsmen might be a good source, a soccer player.

Why lie? I’m not going to be hypocrite and say opposite of what I think, like some 
others do. Cristiano Ronaldo

In written persuasion, using quotations of famous people is very persuasive because 
they often add emotion to a logic argument.

Persuading customers you can’t afford to 
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Persuasion Process

Use the tool below next time you are trying to persuade.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5385613ee4b0883f7108f96f/t/570f0934b09f950e801e4d1d/1460603190027/2+page+persuasion+tool.pdf
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Summary: Persuading 
customers you can’t afford 
to lose – Focus on Them

Dr Robert Cialdini, an expert in influence and persuasion has identified six 
principles of persuasion. Using these can greatly increase your persuasive skills.

• Reciprocity

• Social Proof

• Commitment & Consistency

• Liking

• Authority

• Scarcity

Chapter

Identify who the customers are that you can’t 
afford to lose. Find out what business results 
you can help them to achieve. Then determine 
who in their organisation you need to influence.

If you would persuade, 
you must appeal to interest 
rather than intellect.

Benjamin Franklin

Who are the customers you can’t afford to lose?

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

What are the six principles of persuasion?

Persuading customers you can’t afford to 
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Is there a persuasion process?
To be consistent in your persuasion, follow this process:

1. Ask Who?

2. Ask what do you want them to do?

3. Create Choices.

4. Understand consequences.

5. Ask questions.

6. Use summaries.

7. Take time.

8. Connect Choices

Those that will not hear, must be 
made to feel.

German Proverb
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1. What revenue do the top 20% of your customers generate? What revenue do the top 10% of 
your customers generate?

2. If you lost your biggest customer how much margin a year would you lose?
3. Who are your two biggest competitors? Who are their top customers and how long have 

they had these customers?
4. Are your biggest customers your most profitable customers? How can you make them more 

profitable?
5. Beyond your products and services, how can you help your top customers improve their 

business results?
6. To build stronger relationships, how can you use reciprocity and liking?
7. On a scale of 1-10 (poor to excellent), how effective are you at preparing questions?
8. How often do you use summaries?
9. In tough persuasion challenges, how often have you tried social proof and authority? 

There is only one big risk you 
should avoid at all costs, and 
that is the risk of doing 
nothing

Denis Waitley

Questions to 
Challenge You

Chapter

©Bennelong Publishing 2017Persuading customers you can’t afford to 
lose– Focus on Them
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Grenny, J. & Patterson, K. & Maxfield, D., McMillan, R. & Switzler, A. (2013) Influencer: The 
New Science of Leading Change, McGraw-Hill. (An extensive coverage of how to use their 
model)

Kozicki, S. & Peacock, G. (2011) Persuading for Results, Bennelong Publishing.

(Bite-sized insights into many aspects of persuasion)

Kozicki, S. (2016) The Creative Negotiator, 2nd Ed, Bennelong Publishing.

( An advanced edition of the best-selling first edition)

Patterson, K. & Grenny, J. & McMillan, R. & Switzler, A. (2012) Crucial Conversations, 
McGraw-Hill.  (A wise book everyone should read. Any conversation with a top customer is a 
crucial conversation. Find out how to manage those emotional conversations.)
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The Problem
In many markets, fewer customers are 
generating more revenue. Losing one of your 
top customers who generates most of your 
revenue would be painful and in some cases 
fatal.

Yet, even though they are your top customers 
you need to persuade them to do things they 
don’t want to do. For example, accept a price 
rise.

The Future
To manage risk for your organisation and to 
maximise opportunities for growth, your 
organisation must be able to persuade the 
customers you can’t afford to lose.

To persuade customers you can’t afford to lose 
without losing them, you need to structure 
your persuasion and you need to use 
advanced techniques.  It’s not enough to be 
“nice” to them.   That’s easy but that’s risky. 
Manage your risk by using advanced 
persuasion skills.
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