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I have a few ideas that I would like to share with you about creating a RARE business.  
First of all, however, I want to define what I mean by RARE.

If you look up the word RARE in the dictionary, the most common definition of the word is  
something that is “seldom seen.” There is another meaning that refers to something of  

“uncommon quality” or something that is “unusually great,” and it is this second definition  
of the word that I refer to in the title. 

The “Fix the Holes in My Bucket” Syndrome

A pet peeve of mine is when companies forget or mistreat their existing customers. It happens  

in a number of ways. Here are four quick ones:

1. Poor service  

2. Always giving the best deals to new customers  

3. Not doing what they say they will do  

4. Changing the rules without telling their current customers 

This got me to thinking: What if we lived in a world where all companies took care of their 
existing customers as well as new customers, where companies were trusted and liked,  
where doing business with a company was a good experience, where companies and their 
employees cared about their customers and each other?

What if we lived in a world where companies like that were the rule, instead of the exception?  

What kind of world would that be?

I believe that it is a world we can achieve, a world worth striving for.
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To understand what it would take to create it, I believe we must first understand a little more  

about the world that we live in now.

We Live In a Changing World

While there may be great examples out there of companies and brands that treat all of their  

clients very well, I believe that the majority of companies are stuck in, what I like to call, “The Hole  

in My Bucket” Syndrome.

Do you remember the song?

There’s a hole in my bucket, dear Liza, dear Liza, 

There’s a hole in my bucket, dear Liza, a hole. 

Then fix it, dear Henry, dear Henry, dear Henry, 

Then fix it, dear Henry, dear Henry, fix it.

And so on...

In the song, Liza advises Henry that to fix his leaky bucket, he needs straw. To cut the straw,  

he needs an axe. To sharpen the axe, he needs a stone. To wet the stone, he needs water.  

However, when the song asks how to get the water, the answer is “in a bucket!” This implies  

that the only bucket available is Henry’s leaky bucket. Of course, if Henry’s leaky bucket  

could carry water in the first place, it wouldn’t need repairing! Consequently the song gets  

stuck in an infinite-loop.
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When we think about this in the context of our businesses, is the solution really more “water”  

to replace the lost “water,” or to be more specific, more customers to replace lost customers?  

Should the focus not, in the first place, be on fixing the leaks before adding new water?

I believe that this is the first step to creating a sustainable business and platform for growth.

Fred Reichheld, in his book The Ultimate Question (2006), had it right when he talked about  

good and bad profits, and how the pursuit of good profits was the route to sustainable growth.  

To quote Fred:

Too many companies are addicted to bad profits, profits that come at customers’ expense 
and drain the value out of customer relationships... Bad profits come from unfair or mis-
leading pricing. Bad profits arise when companies save money by delivering a lousy  
customer experience. Bad profits are about extracting value from customers, not creating 
value... A company earns good profits when it so delights its customers that they willingly 
come back for more and not only that, they tell their friends and colleagues to do business 
with the company. The right goal for a company that wants to break an addiction to  
bad profits is to build relationships of such high quality that those relationships create  
promoters, generate good profits, and fuel growth.

Is the solution really more “water” to replace  
the lost “water,” or to be more specific,  
more customers to replace lost customers?
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Further, I believe that businesses that pursue bad profits do so by employing huge amounts of 

traditional marketing strategies, where the belief is he who shouts the loudest to the most people  

in the most places will get the most customers.

That may have been the winning strategy of the 20th Century, but not any more. In 2006 Chris 

Anderson, in his influential book The Long Tail, argued that technology was fundamentally changing 

the way companies do business and how they are viewed by their customers. To quote Chris:

We’re entering an era of radical change for marketers. Faith in advertising and the institutions 
that pay for it is waning, while faith in individuals is on the rise. Peers trust peers.

This is borne out by many surveys. An influential one from Edelman, a global PR firm, in 2009  

and 2010 showed that trust in companies’ communications is going down and competition for our 

attention is going up.

Businesses that pursue bad profits do so by 
employing huge amounts of traditional marketing 
strategies, where the belief is he who shouts  
the loudest to the most people in the most places 
will get the most customers.
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Their survey found that the most trusted information from a company comes from  

the following areas:

Source: Edelman Trust Barometer 2010 (www.edelman.co.uk/trustbarometer)
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All of these things present huge challenges to the way that we currently do business. It questions  

the way that companies find, engage and communicate with their marketplace, as well as calling into 

question the traditional methods for marketing and growing our businesses.

So, let’s look at the overall situation of our changing market place:

•  The effectiveness of traditional marketing methods is going down. 

•  Trust in company and brand communications is going down. 

•  The voice of the customer is being amplified by the use of new technology, the internet  

 and social media. 

•  Service levels seem to be going down, or is it that we are demanding more? 

•  Competition is ever increasing. 

•  Despite the data, companies are still largely customer acquisition focused due to  

 an over-riding focus on short-term results and bonuses.

However, in the face of such compelling data and a changing marketplace, why are companies  

not changing their ways to ones that are dedicated to pursue sustainable growth or, what Reichheld 

called good profits?

I think there are a number of reasons:

1.  Traditional marketing methods and their supporting departments are deeply embedded   

 in our existing business modus operandi. 

2. There are deep cultural, behavioural, management, leadership and knowledge  

 barriers to change. 

3. There is too much focus on short-term markets, results, announcements and bonuses  

 rather than on longer term sustainable growth and customer relationships.

So what next?
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While the challenges may look tall and the road long, I believe the objective is eminently achievable. 

It will take leadership, vision, teamwork and guts to overcome these challenges, but it is an objective 

that I believe we should strive for.

Now, while many companies talk a good game of being customer focused, in real terms they are  

just talking good strategy but not delivering on the ground. I believe this is due to the fact  

that all good, sustainable growth strategies are enabled by three things: Customer Focus People  

and Leadership.

Before going further, let me define what I mean by each area:

1.  Customer Focus is all about ideas and strategies that will help companies build customer  

 retention, loyalty, service, experience and their brand. If you do these things correctly,  

 referrals and great word of mouth will flow naturally. 

2. People is about ways to help build the team and culture, develop innovation, improve  

 communication and increase engagement with employees. 

3. Leadership is about how to develop vision, strategy, and leadership style, while also  

 cultivating innovation and managing the change that you will need to create the sustainable  

 business that you want.

Good, sustainable growth strategies  
are enabled by three things:  
Customer Focus, People and Leadership.
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The ABC Building Blocks

That’s all very well and good, I hear you say. But, where do we start?

Well, let me tell you about a conversation I was having the other day where I was asked the  

same question.

I was talking to a roomful of business owners about growing their businesses through their  

customers and better service, and during the presentation we talked about the changing nature  

of doing business and the number of reasons why customers leave. According to my research,  

one of the main reasons that customers leave is not due to price and quality issues, but due to  

poor service or a perceived indifference on the part of the companies to them, i.e., their customers 

didn’t think they cared enough about doing business with them.

In order to manage this I suggested that businesses should pay more attention to their customers 

and build better relationships with them if they wanted them to stick around for longer. Simple  

stuff, right?

Then, someone spoke up and said that while they understood the reasons they should be building 

better relationships with their customers, they didn’t quite get how they could do it. Now, the  

how would have to depend on a number of factors, including their type of business, their customers, 

and the sort of relationship that they want to build. But I can say that I believe that if every business 

was to go back to basics, the ABC’s of building relationships both internally and externally, and 

operate under some simple basic principles, then I would wager they’d see a marked improvement  

in service levels and customer retention and loyalty.

Here are some very basic principles that we get taught growing up as children, ones that we often 

lose sight of when we grow up and enter the world of business.
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Those principles are

1. Be more courteous/polite towards each other. I think there is truth in the saying “manners 

maketh the man” and that we all like to treated with courtesy and politeness. Even in the age of the 

“Me generation,” this type of treatment still stands out. Also, it’d make your Mum proud.

2. Give everyone your respect. Whether someone is your customer, a potential customer,  

a teammate, superior or subordinate, giving someone your respect is one of the highest honors  

that you can give someone and it can bring out the best in them.

3. Do the things that you say you will do when you say you will do them. I think we all like 

reliability and trustworthiness. Even if that means saying you will call back and you can only do so 

with bad news, at least the person on the other end of the line knows where they stand. In the 

absence of information the mind can do funny things and can tend to make stuff up that’s worse 

than the bad news.

4. Be more punctual. This is quite a personal one, but one that I think deserves a mention, as time  

is one of our most precious resources and seems to be becoming more and more precious.  

So respecting someone’s time and making sure something happens when it is supposed to can  

speak volumes about how much you care about and respect the other person’s time.

5. Be honest. I believe that most people just want others to be straight with them. Trust us and tell 

us the truth. Most of the time we can handle it. Even if we can’t handle it or it upsets us, we’ll respect 

you for being honest with us.

6. Be open. Great ideas can come from anywhere and we do our customers, our people, and our-

selves a great disservice by not building our businesses on this principle. This is probably one of  

the hardest principles to put into practice as it can go against many business and corporate control 

structures, but if you have the courage to pursue a set of relationships that are receptive to new 

ideas and arguments, it is a great way to build trust and drive creativity, innovation and productivity.
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I would argue that each of these on their own cannot be argued against. Put together and imple-

mented I think they become a powerful foundation for better relationships with our people and our 

customers. They are the cultural building blocks of a RARE Business.

This all sounds too simple, I hear you say.

Perhaps.

But as in life and nature, we know that sometimes the simplest solutions are often the best.

Is it easy to build this type of culture? 

No, not always. It will depend on you as a leader, the business you are in, the relationships that  

you have with your team and with your customers.

Is it worth it? Definitely!

Just imagine if every business, or maybe just even the ones that care enough to make a difference, 

made a 1%, 5% or even a 10% improvement in the areas that I mentioned above. Then I believe  

that would put them head and shoulders above most of their competitors and, at the same time, 

create great places to work. Just think of the benefits for customer retention, customer loyalty,  

word of mouth marketing, referrals, employee retention and your ability to attract the right sort  

of talent for your business.

And, it may even change the world into a better place.
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ABout the Author

Adrian Swinscoe is an author, speaker and consultant. He helps companies large and small “fix the holes in 

their buckets” by developing and implementing customer-focused, sustainable growth strategies. His latest 

book, RARE Business, is a straightforward and practical guide to building a more sustainable business in these 

challenging times. Further, it has been designed in a hybrid book/notebook style that makes the content both 

bite-sized and more engaging than regular business books. You can find out more about Adrian and catch up 

with more customer retention tips and strategies on his blog at adrianswinscoe.com.

senD thIs  

Pass along a copy of this manifesto to others.  

suBsCrIBe  

Sign up for our free e-newsletter to learn about our latest manifestos as soon as they are available. 

Born on DAte

This document was created on January 20, 2011 and is based on the best information available at that time.  

info

Buy the Book
Get more details or buy a 
copy of Adrian Swinscoe’s  
RARE Business.
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ChangeThis is a vehicle, not a publisher.  
We make it easy for big ideas to spread. 
While the authors we work with are  
responsible for their own work, they don’t 
necessarily agree with everything  
available in ChangeThis format. But you 
knew that already.

ChangeThis is supported by the love and 
tender care of 800-CEO-READ. Visit us  
at 800-CEO-READ or at our daily blog.

CoPyrIGht InFo

The copyright of this work belongs  
to the author, who is solely responsible  
for the content.

This work is licensed under the Creative 
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivs License. To view a copy of this 
license, visit Creative Commons or send a 
letter to Creative Commons, 559 Nathan 
Abbott Way, Stanford, California 94305, USA.

Cover image from iStockphoto® 

WhAt you CAn Do

You are given the unlimited right to  
print this manifesto and to distribute it 
electronically (via email, your website,  
or any other means). You can print out 
pages and put them in your favorite  
coffee shop’s windows or your doctor’s 
waiting room. You can transcribe the 
author’s words onto the sidewalk, or you 
can hand out copies to everyone you  
meet. You may not alter this manifesto  
in any way, though, and you may not  
charge for it.
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