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Adapting Your Story to 
Customer Segments 
 
By Richard Fouts 
 
Fine tuning your story to tighter customer segments makes good business sense - and it’s 
not rocket science. Yet many companies spend boatloads of cash on external marketing 
firms to do something they can easily do themselves.  Save your money – and use a simple 
segmentation tool I developed ten years ago that works every time. 
 

Why Stories Change 
 
My friend Michael describes his helicopter 
skiing experience to his buddies in thrill-
seeking terms (and as a guy, it’s his duty to 
show off and emphasize the dangers).  The 
story changes when his parents and spouse 
are the audience. (He focuses on the safety 
features the company takes to reduce risk).    
 

The audience 
changes, why

 not the story?
 

 
Some people see risk as potential; others see risk as downside.   Michael 
controls his story’s response by adapting it to the interests of his changing 
audience.  
 
Recognizing your customers for who they are, what they do and how they 
use your service is the single, most important thing you can do to encourage 
customer loyalty.  In the late 1990s, I conducted a series of eight focus 
groups for a management-consulting firm, posing the question, “why are you 
loyal?”  The number one response: “they know me.”    
 
But knowing people means more that acknowledging their demographics or 
vertical industry (which is where most segmentation efforts end).  For 
example, knowing how segments operate, culturally and formally (which 
you’ll see in the tool), can improve your influence over buying decisions 10 
fold.  
 

Connecting with Sales  
 
Many professional service firms use segmentation data to guide one-off 
marketing campaigns or collateral, but fail to see it as an ongoing input to 
Sales.  Viewing your segmentation deliverable as a sales tool will reduce your 
cost of sales as you win more qualified business.   
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The market segmentation effort feeds and maintains your sales database.   
 
 

Market 
Segmentation 
Deliverables 

 

 Sales 
       Deliverables 

Identify target markets 
(vertical, and 
geographic)  
 

 List of prospects 
segmented by vertical 
market and company 
name. 
 

Identify the 
applications and 
services you deliver to 
these markets.  
 

  
Tag prospects with 
services they are 
qualified to buy.  

Identify the 
departments and buyer 
titles you sell to.   

 Tag prospects with 
names of specific 
buyers.  
 

 
 
 

 

Sales Database 
 

Maintenance  
 
 
 
 
 

Campaign Mgmt.  

Sales call preparation  
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The Business Case for Segmentation 
 
Campaigns targeted to tight segments are better investments.  They drive 
more revenue, higher ROI and create more profitable relationships.    
 
While mass market initiates will always have a role as brand-builders, 
targeted initiatives offer arguments that can be measured.  Mass market 
campaigns are famous for generating 1 to 2 percent response.   But, if you 
intelligently target your audience with a highly relevant message, you’ll 
generate much better qualified leads and lower your cost of sales. 
 

The Nature of Campaign Response   
 
It is not unusual to generate a 20% response rate by drilling down to the 
segments outlined in my tool.   Many professional service firm marketers 
combine this technique with corporate premiums (or other free offers) to 
achieve response rates as high as 50 percent. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Adapt to Demographics 2x  lift

Adapt to Operating Culture 5x lift

Adapt to how customer buys services 10  x lift

Adapt to situational factors, 
especially timing  15x lift

Adapt to how your 
customer is evaluated 20x 
lift

Mass market messages

Response 

Rate

Adapt story to segmentation criteria
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Overall, segmentation dramatically improves sales 
force productivity.  The field is better equipped to 
qualify prospects and invest in situations where they 
are more likely to win.   For marketers: 
 
• Targeted efforts cost less because they go out to 

fewer customers.  Once you’ve made an initial 
investment in the stories you want to tell and 
developed tools around them, (such as case 
studies and white papers) you can run more 
campaigns for less. 

 
• Targeted campaigns have higher response rates 

(and generate more revenue per customer).   
Highly-tuned, targeted campaigns can produce 
50 percent response compared to the one to two 
percent response typically generated by mass 
marketing.  

 
• Targeted campaigns produce more qualified 

responses.  Mass market efforts, more often 
than not, attract less-qualified, less-profitable 
customers.  

 

Mass marketing 
increases the 

risk of attracting 
less qualified, 
less profitable 

customers. 

 
 

How the Segmentation Tool Works 
 
This tool uses five buckets to drive segmentation (most techniques get 
tangled up in far too many criteria that ends up paralyzing organizations).  
The beauty of the tool lies in its simplicity and adaptability.  You can 
manipulate the second level criteria all you want, but I’ve found the lst level 
filters make sense every time I apply the tool to a new service. 
 

Getting the Data 
 
Of course, you need this information to make this work.  Some of it easy to 
research (like company size), other segmentation data will be filled out over 
time and your sales reps uncover more client-specific data (like purchasing 
function details).   
 
Since the ultimate result is the prospect database, it require vigorous 
maintenance to be useful.  But, if you take the effort you will blow your 
competition away with heightened recognition of who you are selling to – and 
how you tell your story to elicit the response you want.   
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The 5 filters market segmentation 
 
1st Level Filter 2nd Level Filters Target customers 
Demographics Vertical Industry 

 
Revenues 
 
Geography  
 

 

Operating  
Culture 

Brand attitudes 
 
Corporate Capabilities 
 
 
 

 

Purchasing 
approach 

Purchasing function (example: 
companies centralize contract 
administration vs empowerment) 
 
Purchasing style (e.g., must use 
approved vendors). 
 

 

Situational 
Factors 

Urgency of need 
 
Have bought professional services 
before.  
 
Project life cycle versus body shop 
 

 

Depts/Buyer 
Profiles 

Depts/buyers most likely to buy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Using the Tool  
 
1.  Demographics.  The first pass filters by your clients’ business type, their 
size and their location. 
 

• Vertical Industry is the way clients first think of themselves. Hospitals 
implement customer service solutions much differently than brokerage 
firms (and they expect you to know why and how).  You can also filter 
out privately held firms at this level, if your service is relevant only to 
publicly held companies (for example, public accounting). 
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• Revenues and size impact the way companies cost justify 

expenditures.  You may select the SMB space precisely due to your 
desire to avoid the more complex process of the big guys, or avoid the 
thick competition that swarms this segment.  Most professional service 
firms automatically target the Fortune 500, but think this through 
before you act on this typical knee-jerk response. 

 
• Geography is important when it comes to deploying a sales force.  

While online conferencing lets you work with anybody, anywhere, 
clients will prefer the vendor down the street to the one across the 
country. 

 
2.  Operating Culture.  Attitudes go a long way in furthering your cause. 
 

• Brand attitudes refer to how your clients feel about doing business 
with certain brands or de-facto standards set by influential players. 
You all know the famous, “no one got fired for picking IBM.”  Some 
firms only go with Big 4 – and some prefer boutiques. 

 
• Internal capabilities.  The “internal talent profile” is well known in 

many industries.  Retail industries rarely have sophisticated IT 
departments.  Large financial services firms do.  Consumer companies 
spend more on advertising than B2B marketers, but are far more 
demanding. Take some time to educate yourself about how your 
solution complements the way your target prospects operate.  Throw 
out the prospects who don’t operationally map well to what you offer.  
Spend your time with those who do. 

  
3.  Purchasing function an overlooked filter, is one of the most important. 
 

• Purchasing location.  You can sell marketing services to Hewlett-
Packard outside their corporate home of Palo Alto.  Not so with IBM, 
where marketing services go through Armonk, New York.  Many 
companies overcome this with national account programs (not a trivial 
investment).  Knowing how purchasing works is an important qualifier. 

 
• Purchasing policy.  Citicorp only uses approved vendors.  When AT&T 

could lease but not sell, this was a huge qualifier for the field.  I have 
a Fortune 1000 client that favors smaller vendors over the big guys. 

 
4.  Situation factors, like operating cultures, peer into more specific 
customer behavior around urgency of need due to unforeseen events or 
regulation, history of buying professional services, and contracting style.  
 

• Urgency of need is useful in forecasting business.  Firms often use this 
filter to identify highly regulated firms that find themselves resourced 
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constrained in compliance issues (for example, Sarbanes-Oxley) or 
heightened demand for risk management services after 9/11.   

 
• Has the prospect bought your type of professional service in the past?  

This is key to forecasting business and the investment required to sell 
the prospect.  Prospects that have never bought custom software 
engineering for example require more time getting educated in how 
you’ll deliver the service and what their role will entail.  Or, you can 
use prospects’ lack of experience to your advantage. 

 
• Contracting style refers to project-oriented deals versus body shop.  

General Electric is famous for buying staff augmentation on a time and 
materials basis rather than projects with fixed deliverables.  I learned 
the value of this qualifier the hard way.  I sold to a few companies that 
had no experience with the nature of fixed price contracts (and the 
dependencies they inevitably have on the client)  - and we delivered 
very unprofitable business. 

 
5.  Departments, Buyer Titles and Names. Now you’re ready to name the 
people you’ll call on or target in your campaigns.   

 
• Departments and Titles.  If you’re calling on IT, is it the CIO, the 

manager of networks and communications, the head of software 
development?   

 
• Buyer Names.  You can also store notes about the individual, such as 

hire date, promotional history, where he/she went to school, or other 
data that will personalize your story to the individual.  

 
 

Using the tool to tell better stories 
 
Not all segmentation criteria need to be used to tell your story.  For 
example, purchasing function is something you use for qualifying– not 
necessarily story telling. 
 
But, notice how the difference between a story that talks generically, to one 
that recognizes the client’s location, operating nuances and situation.   
 
Instead of generic qualifications in automated customer service solutions, 
the following credentials sheet speaks to a distinct market.  The solution 
cited here is adaptable for virtually any industry desiring telephone-based, 
customer self-service applications.  However, by adapting it to a specific 
segment, the buyer is far more motivated to keep reading. 
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CREDENTIALS 
Our firm has been delivering automated customer service solutions to 
US hospital pharmacies for 15 years.   
 

• [Geography].  We are particularly well-suited for hospital pharmacies that 
operate regional networks such as Kaiser Permanente in California or Sloan 
Kettering in New York (clients for ten years).  We have 35 pharmacy success 
stories to share.   

 
• [Operating environment: use of standards and internal resource 

constraints].   Clients with little experience in pharmacy automation love our 
turnkey approach.  A typical system is implemented within four to six weeks 
time.  Most pharmacists and their staffs are trained to use the solution in one 
day. Our solution is based on the standard Microsoft network operating 
environment and integrates well with existing patient records stored in SQL, 
Oracle, Sybase or other standard databases.   

 
• [Purchasing Requirements]  Do you buy from approved vendors?  We are 

pre-approved for 135 US hospitals.  Our standard proposal packages and client 
relations professionals provide all the information you need to assess our 
capabilities and references for getting us on your approved vendor list.   

 
• [Situation such as urgency of need or regulatory requirements]  Many 

hospital pharmacies are anxious to update their operations with automated 
techniques similar to those found in the commercial world.  As the provider to 
pharmacy networks like Duane Reade, we wrote the standard on prescription 
refill.  Your patients will benefit from learning curve they’ve already invested 
in.  And, our system is maintained for FDA compliance. 

 
• [Departments and Buyers]   We work with corporate initiatives that use 

cross-disciplined teams to make major purchasing decisions.  A typical project 
draws on a team staffed by representatives from your customer service 
department, pharmacy operations, and IT.  We also help public relations 
departments roll out communication plans announcing the new service to 
patients. 

 
 
 

 
Leverage Your Investment 
 
Once you’ve taken the time to craft a story to a distinct market segment (like 
the one above), you can leverage the heck out of it, especially campaigns 
that target “buying centers”, versus individual buyers. 
 
For example, you could re-tell the above story to IT managers, 
pharmacists, customer service managers or hospital administrators.  All 
have an interest in better service for customers, but are evaluated 
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differently.  Use your story telling techniques to tell them a more relevant 
story they can relate to.  The reader will leave with the impression, “these 
guys know me.” 
 
Re-telling the same story to completely different market segments is an 
easy task (and your sales force will love you for it).  I could take this 
template, and easily adapt the same story for buyers in: 
 

• Financial services (retail banking, brokerage firms) 
• Government agencies (seeking more self-service tools for citizens) 
• Commercial pharmacies (national or regional) 

 
. 
 
Even if your solution has absolutely no functional 
advantage over competitors, your fine-tuned story 
reaches out and recognizes the motives of the 
buyers and influencers that identify with their 
industry, their location, and their operating culture.  
You look far more specialized to meet their needs, 
even if you aren’t. 
 
Product marketing people also find this a useful 
exercise for developing solution packages that are 
fine-tuned for specific market segments.    
 
 

The template 
helps you adapt 

your story to 
additional market 

segments. 
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Who buys your services?  
 
I posted this question to a client recently.  His response, “Everybody.  I can’t 
see any rationale for segmenting my market.” 
 
A great answer if you have unlimited marketing dollars.  But if you don’t, you 
need to face the realization that some customers are more likely to buy than 
others.  Selling to customers most likely to buy is what segmentation is all 
about. 
 

• The more you segment your audience (which also gives the field a 
good qualifying tool), the higher the probability your story will ring 
true – and generate the response and result you want.   

 
• Mass marketing, which shoots a broad message across a bunch of 

market segments – generates the lowest results.   Targeting a tighter 
audience, with a more aligned message, generates the highest results.  

 
• This does not mean mass marketing shouldn’t be done – it’s important 

to mass market when you’re trying to build broad awareness.   
 

• Segmentation is worth the investment.   
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