
5 Things Customers 
Can Do Better Than You
by Bill Lee           

Many firms assume that customers can do just one thing of real 
significance: buy their products and services. It’s time to seriously 
challenge that assumption, as many companies are doing by looking to 
customers to fuel their growth engines.

Facebook, for example, has close to 1 billion customers who don’t 
pay a cent. Yet the company is receiving valuations of $50 billion 
and more — despite having just 3,000 or so employees — because of 
the extremely high-potential, non-purchasing value such customers 
provide. In a phrase, Facebook and other forward-thinking companies 
look to their customers to grow their businesses.

This isn’t genius at work. In fact, entrepreneurs like Mark Zuckerberg 
and Marc Benioff of Salesforce.com, are simply recognizing — and 
acting upon — entirely obvious realities about customers and their 
desires and competencies, choosing to leverage these rather than fight 
against them, as so many firms do. Here are five examples:

Customers know more about each other than you know about 
them. That’s the source of much of the stratospheric value placed on 
Facebook by investors. Imagine a traditional company that tried to 
generate the kind of information Facebook generates: real time data on 
what movies people are watching, where they travel, the books they’re 
reading, the restaurants they’ve tried. Facebook dispensed with all 
the research most companies would have tried to dig up, and instead 
focused on letting customers provide it. Westlaw, which provides legal 
research services for law firms, realized that its clients were interested 
in how they and the markets they serviced stacked up to other firms 
and markets. So Westlaw created West PeerMonitor, which aggregates 
anonymized data on firms’ financial and operational performance, 
collected from participating clients — which turned into a lucrative 
new business.
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Customers are more credible than you are. That 
means they make better marketers for a firm than 
agencies or internal employees. SAS Canada, for 
example, had a serious customer retention issue several 
years ago — retention rates had declined from the 
high 90s to the mid 80s and were continuing to drop. 
It was terribly frustrating to firm executives, because 
SAS software was doing an excellent job of keeping 
up with customer needs. The problem was, customers 
didn’t realize this. A small group within SAS, led by 
Wally Thiessen, saw that it would be futile for SAS 
to keep trying to point this out, and instead built a 
team of 250 customer “champions” to do so. With 
support from Thiessen and his team, SAS customer 
champions established regular events in more than 20 
major cities, set the agendas, selected speakers (and 
made presentations, themselves) and stayed in touch 
afterwards in online forums and through e-newsletters. 
Result: retention rates rebounded back up to the high 
90s.

Customers are more persuasive than you are. That 
means they make better sales people. Marc Benioff 
realized this in the early days of building Salesforce.
com. Lacking the multi-million dollar budgets of 
competitors like Oracle and SAP, he relied instead on 
face-to-face meetings with prospects and customers 
in major city markets. He found, to his surprise, that 
prospects at such events were much more interested 
in talking with SFDC customers than with him and 
his executive team, and found to his delight that 
80% of prospects who attended the events wound up 
becoming customers themselves — an amazing close 
rate for any offering. And unlike sales people, SFDC’s 
customer sales people didn’t require a bit of training.

Customers often understand buyer needs better than 
you do. One of the great misconceptions still floating 
around is that customers can’t articulate their needs, 
much less develop ideas for products to satisfy them. 
A substantial body of well-established research has 
shown that many if not most successful innovations 
are customer-originated. In one compilation of studies 
of 1193 commercially successful innovations across 
nine industries by MIT’s Eric von Hippel, 737 (60%) 
came from customers. Companies who languish with 
poor success rates for their product development 
efforts should consider looking outside to customer 
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innovators for this. Based on such research conducted 
by von Hippel and others, 3M’s Medical-Surgical 
Markets Division tried a last gasp project in the 1990s 
to kick-start its consistently poor innovation record. 
A team was formed to bypass the internal innovation 
process and search for breakthrough innovations being 
created by outside “lead users.” When the results were 
compared with ordinary product development projects 
at 3M, the differences were dramatic: Lead-user 
innovations achieved average revenue of $146 million 
dollars in their fifth year, compared with $18 million 
for internally generated innovations. So the message 
has been clear for years. The remaining big challenge 
is getting more and more companies to recognize this 
and to create ways to capture this customer knowledge 
in their everyday operations.

Prospects in your market would rather affiliate 
with their peers (your customers) than with you. By 
nature, most all of us are open to creative new ways 
to affiliate with our friends and peers — the very 
foundation on which Facebook was originally built. 
Companies are often uncertain about being able to 
create opportunities to affiliate that customers would 
embrace— but they can, as long as they avoid making 
the common mistake that customers want to affiliate 
with the company. They want to associate with their 
peers — meaning your customers, not you.

One example of this is Procter & Gamble’s BeingGirl 
community for teen and pre-teen girls, which was 
formed initially to promote feminine hygiene products 
because TV and print ads made its young audience 
uncomfortable. P&G enlisted experts to provide 
content, which did little to build interest. After that 
misstep, P&G created forums so that girls could 
talk to each other about the issues and challenges of 
growing into young womanhood. And with that the 
site took off, with girls from around the world eager 
to get into the conversation — and with P&G able to 
market its products more subtly and effectively than 
before. Customers are often more apt to trust and 
be interested in information if it comes from a peer, 
rather than a company.

So remember, there are many things your customers 
can do better than you. How are you involving your 
customers to help grow your business?
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