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Do marketers focus too much on the customer, at the expense of the rest of the 

business? 
 

 

Raoul Pinnell, Vice President, Global Brands and Communications, Shell,  pointed out that 

the CIM invented the term ‘pan-company marketing’ as a way of promoting the view that 

marketing is about more than just a focus on customers.  He was supporting the motion 

‘Marketers focus too much on the customer, at the expense of the rest of the business’ at 

The Debating Group debate held at the House of Commons on 26 January 2004. It was 

sponsored by The Chartered Institute of Marketing and chaired by Austin Mitchell, MP for 

Great Grimsby. 

 

Defining customers as those who buy products and services, Raoul Pinnell suggested that 

marketers focus too much on the customers. He gave examples from the companies in which he 

had worked to illustrate his wariness of other types of focus. For instance in Heinz, he had seen a 

focus on production –  on products that the factory could make profitably, but which did not 

move from the shelves. At Nestlé, he had seen too much focus on trade channels, where products 

like square pizza were more efficient in terms of distribution and utilisation of shelf space, but 

did not attract the consumer. At Prudential a focus on employees resulted in a seesaw between 

actuaries and the sales force. At NatWest a focus on the shareholder meant that managers 

received bonuses for ‘managing the spread’. At Shell the focus on rational technical expertise 

and excellence resulted in a plan to dump an oil rig in the North Sea, without considering ‘public 

opinion’. Again at Shell a singular focus on the customer, say on the price of petrol, will not 

create the cash flow needed, for investment in Health, Safety and the Environment, which is a 

vital part of the company’s strategy to change HSE from being reactive to proactive. He added “I 

am also wary of an approach that assumes that all stakeholders should be seen and treated as 

customers. Customers are purchasers”. 

 

He went on to remind the audience of some of the views of marketing theorists: 

 

 “Customer focus is a nice way to say tunnel vision”. “Customer focus carries a danger 

– that people assume that it is a panacea and fail to see its inherent limits”. Alan Mitchell, 

Marketing Week. 

 



 “Too much customer focus amounts to little more than a post-dated corporate suicide 

note. Companies that focus too hard on existing customers routinely ignore new market entrants, 

arriving with new ideas and new offerings”. Professor Claydon Christensen, Harvard Business 

School. 

 

 “Non customers are as important as customers, if not more important, because they are 

potential customers”. Peter Drucker. 

 

 “Brand investments pay off when they generate returns that exceed the cost of capital. 

The most important drivers of cash flow are whether the brand can accelerate growth or enhance 

prices. Strong brands, customer awareness, market share and satisfied customers are not goals in 

their own right, but means to create shareholder value”. Professor Peter Doyle. 

 

 “Marketers should focus on shareholders as much as they do on customers to ensure 

the long-term success of the business”. Professor Philip Kotler in Driving business success. 

 

 Tim Ambler, London Business School encourages marketers to focus more on the 

finance function. 

 

Raoul Pinnell concluded by quoting the words of Peter Fisk, CEO of the CIM, writing in 

Marketing, “Marketers can connect better with the board’s agenda by keeping shareholder value 

in mind as much as customers’ needs…..An obsession with customer sovereignty is damaging 

the profession”. 

 

Bean generators 

 

Opposing the motion Craig Smith, Editor of Marketing, suggested that we live in an age where it 

has become acceptable to point to a separation between marketing and the rest of business. “In 

this evening’s motion the separation is by a mere comma; in other instances it has been far more 

damaging”. The more marketers try to recreate themselves in the image of other business 

functions, the more they fail themselves and the organisations they serve. Marketers are different 

and it is marketing that makes the difference. By being outward looking, by being customer-

focused, it is marketers that bring the most value to their companies. The CIM defines marketing 

as “The management process that identifies, anticipates and satisfies customer demand 

profitably”. Good marketers will always make customers their starting point. This is not at the 

expense of the rest of the business – the customer is the business. Marketers, with their inherent 

customer focus, hold the key to the most desirable kind of growth – profitable, sustainable, 

consumption-driven top-line growth. When cost savings and efficient acquisitions become 

scarce, the superior value creation that top-line growth delivers becomes clear and indispensable. 

It is no coincidence that total shareholder returns among consumer goods companies are 

consistently led by those companies that put marketing and customers first eg Samsung, Walkers 

Sensations, Lever Fabergé’s Lynx. 

 

In successful profitable customer-led companies, more than ever is being spent on market 

research, and rightly so. Throughout the recent advertising recession, the market research 

discipline has proved itself resilient, as companies invest appropriately in the customer insight 

that gives rise to real competitive advantage. Craig Smith suggested that the millions being 

invested in market research and the rising number of Customer Insight Directors being employed 



by brand manufacturers, is evidence that market-leading companies do not want to spend less 

time focusing on customers, but more. 

 

An unwavering focus on the customer also gets companies through the hard times eg Coca 

Cola’s bottling contamination in Belgium; Unilever’s Persil Power, Nike’s ethical problems with 

working conditions in the Far East. It is the consumer trust built up over decades and the ability 

to bounce back quickly by putting customer needs to the fore, that have allowed them to survive 

these difficulties and prosper. 

 

The simple truth is that the customers create long-term and sustainable value for companies. 

Marketers should spend less time focusing on that which delivers revenues and profits to their 

business and more time on the business itself. It is crucial that marketers develop the full breadth 

of business skills and that they become fluent in finance, for example. Marketers must also 

demonstrate business professionalism, cost control, accountability, return on investment, solid 

analysis and recognise the importance of driving maximum shareholder value. 

 

The danger is that marketers who invest time becoming more like the bean counters, risk 

focusing less on cultivating the bean generators – the customers. The companies that employ 

marketers do not want them to redirect any of their efforts away from identifying and satisfying 

customer demand. What businesses do want is for them to prove, in rigorous analytical terms, 

the profitability of the marketing process. Marketers deliver most value to the businesses by 

focusing on customer-related drivers of shareholder value – brand value, customer retention, and 

customer lifetime value. 

 

It is true that marketing is about delivering a total experience and to do that properly requires 

marketing to be present at every customer touchpoint. But to suggest that marketers should 

spread themselves ever more thinly across the organisation is to pursue marketing mediocrity. 

Holistic marketing is not about having your marketers do everything. It is about helping them to 

do what they do best: to manage the relationship between customer and brand profitably. What is 

required is for marketing to be at the very heart of the organisation, for companies to be truly 

marketing-driven. Companies like Unilever, Procter & Gamble, L’Oreal, Colgate, Samsung and 

Toyota put marketing at the core and empower their marketers to get close to their customers 

and to be passionate about research and insight. These are also the companies that consistently 

deliver the greatest total shareholder return. 

 

The businesses that will prosper as competitive pressures increase are those that are truly 

customer-focused. 

 

Craig Smith concluded “To allow your marketers to focus their efforts on identifying and 

satisfying customer needs, is an investment, not an expense”. 

 

Who is the customer? 

 

Seconding the motion Creenagh Lodge, Chairman, Corporate Edge, argued that some practices 

in many large companies result in too much monetary expense and deprivation. 

 

She argued that many organisations conduct too much research or do not make sufficient use of 

it. Looking at the proportion of research which is tactical rather than strategic, she suggested that 



marketing is getting increasingly peripheral. Too much tactical and fragmented research is 

taking place resulting in deprivation for the company. In how many organisations is marketing 

part of the totality? 

 

In many organisations the customer is broken down into many different categories. “Who is the 

customer” she asked. Where research is too focused on the customer, in-house competency and 

the functions of Research and Development can get lost. 

 

Creenagh Lodge pointed to the failure of marketing to become operationally integrated into large 

companies. Marketing is increasingly becoming peripheral and therefore a charge on the 

business. 

 

Customer insight 

 

Seconding the opposition, Peter Fisk, CEO of the Chartered Institute of Marketing, suggested 

several criteria for focusing on the customer even more. 

 

 Customer insight is the best source of competitive advantage. A focus on customer 

needs and understanding turns into profit for companies eg Pret mayo; iPod, Fedex complaints; 

Amazon strategy. 

 Customers should be at the heart of business decision-making.  They are the source of 

value in an organisation. Value is created by cost advantage or charging more. Marketing needs 

to focus on the customer to create perceived value.  Peter Fisk quoted Warren Buffet who wrote  

“Coca Cola is the kind of company I want to invest my money in”… “Creating exceptional value 

for customers is the one and only way to create outstanding value for shareholders. The 

marketers in an organisation are key to understanding how to do this. Customers follow. 

Employees follow. Capital follows. And so do the returns”. 

 Customer centricity is still not enough.  Arie de Guis, the Living Company, has said 

“Agile enterprises are those which stick to a core purpose, but constantly seek new ways to meet 

customer needs which keep changing”. The customers call the shots and companies have to put 

their needs before organisational capabilities. 

 Customers are why we come to work. Companies make more money by having a 

higher purpose and customers give this higher purpose eg Wal-Mart exists to ‘Reduce the cost of 

living for everyone, everywhere’; Microsoft exists to ‘Release the creativity in every person, 

family and business’; Virgin exists to ‘Challenge conventions and stand up for the consumer’. 

 Customers give marketers the higher ground. Marketers are alone in championing the 

customer and therefore being able to create value for customers and shareholders. This makes 

them essential, pivotal and the drivers of business success. 

 

Peter Fisk pointed out that there are currently only five Marketing Directors on the main boards 

of FTSE 100 companies. Everyone of them places the customer at the focus of the company, 

putting the customer at the heart of all its decisions. 

 

Discussion from the floor 

  

For the motion 

 The speakers mentioned innovation. Innovation comes from understanding non-

customers eg Easijet. 



 What does the word ‘customer’ mean? Economic arguments suggest that customers are 

not all equal. 

 Companies are very good at commissioning market research but poor at developing 

insight. There are many examples of product failures. 

 Much innovation comes from technically-driven passion and is not necessarily 

customer-driven eg Apple. 

 Marketing should ‘join up’  the rest of the business. 

 Marketing is getting overly concerned about its role. It is at the heart of a good 

operation, but it must speak the language of accounting. 

 Marketing had no power. It is there to implement opportunities for appropriate growth. 

It should focus not only on the people who are buying, but the whole business environment. 

 Nobody would dream of developing aspects of business without accountancy. 

Marketing should have the same influence as accountancy.  

 We have to change the perception of marketing. There is apathy, fear and ignorance 

about its function. Marketing should spend more time in seeing how it can influence the growth 

of the company. 

 We should not ignore the role of people who work in the company and have passion 

about it eg Tesco; Amazon. 

 Companies can take too strong a focus on one aspect. 

 Too much customer focus is a classic case of the short-term view. Companies should 

not be dazzled by the short-term view. 

 Focus groups are ineffective. As marketers we should be taking a broader perspective 

on profitability and what the customer needs. 

 Customers always want more for less. Companies must invest in new technologies that 

change the way we live. We have to think carefully before going to customers to ask them what 

they want: you will often get the wrong answer. 

 Growth comes from strategic insight and technical innovation. 

 

Against the motion 

 Why has Tesco done so well. It is because Tesco’s core promise is about creating value 

for the customer to earn life-term loyalty. 

 Companies should focus more on customer needs. There are many examples of 

companies ignoring it at their peril eg charges at cash-point machines; Ratners; investment in 

South Africa during apartheid. Customer power is very powerful. 

 If marketers do not concentrate on the customer, who will? There is an element of 

disconnect between marketers and the rest of the company, but marketers should focus on the 

customers. When we talk of customers, we also talk of potential customers. 

 How can we deny the role of the customer/voter? Customers include the totality of 

people in an organisation: the internal as well as the external customer. 

 Easijet appealed to different types of customer, but they are still customers. To suggest 

that you can concentrate too much on the customer is nonsense. 

 Marketing is the eyes and ears of the organisation. Marketing draws customer focus 

back into the organisation. Marketing must maximise the time spent with the customer. All 

information must be brought back into the organisation and used. 

 Customer centricity is at the heart of marketing. Marketing is all about consumer 

insight. 



 Marketing is interested in bringing products to the market. Marketing and 

Development should focus on the customer. 

 

General observations 

 Most of the debate has focused on fmcg, not business-to-business or service industries. 

There is a propensity to spend money with no accountability. 

 Marketing is not just for the marketing department. We must broaden the definition of 

who does marketing. 

 We must be aware of the customer in the context of business, but we haven’t got the 

balance right. 

 

Summing up 

 

Summing up for the opposition, Craig Smith focused particularly on two issues. First,  the issue 

of shareholder versus customer value. He cited an example of complaints that lifts were too slow 

and  Edward De Bono’s recommendation that mirrors should be put in them. Edward De Bono’s 

insight was not that the lifts were too slow but that people were bored in lifts. 

 

Secondly, on the issue that NPD is more important than knowing about the customer, Craig 

Smith argued that companies have to tap into customer needs. Apple is customer, not 

production-focused. Its strong technical solutions are the result of identifying a creative 

community. Apple, in fact, has stayed true to its core customers. 

 

Not all customers are equal. The  focus on customers is about choosing the right one for your 

business.  

 

He concluded by asking: “Can we go forward with a mission statement that says “We always put 

the customer second?”. 

 

Summing up for the motion Raoul Pinnell reiterated his belief that marketing as a solution 

should be at the head and heart of all business. But it has to be integrated and not too focused on 

one issue. If marketing focuses on the customer too much it will be a peripheral activity. Other 

functions are also important. Without capital, for instance, the needs of the business cannot be 

met. 

 

Companies should follow the path of creating sustainable businesses. This means integration of 

all aspects of the business and the interaction of all stakeholders. Marketing at the core of the 

business is a resource-based theory.  One cannot focus on customers at the expense of other 

factors. The interaction of all stakeholders is necessary. 

 

Result 

 

 The motion was narrowly defeated by a show of hands. 

 

Next Debate 

 

The next debate will take place on Monday 22
nd

 March 2004, sponsored by the Institute of Sales 

Promotion.  The motion is “Sales promotion opens the purses of closed minds.”  Details from 



Debating Group Secretary, Doreen Blythe (Tel: 020 8202 5854) dblythe@varinternational.com          

www.debatinggroup.org.uk 

 


