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One of the concepts that has accompanied the growing popularity of CRM, traceable perhaps to Kaplan and Norton’s model for a “balanced scorecard” [R. Kaplan & D. Norton The Balanced Scorecard Boston, MA, Harvard Business School 1996], is the idea that customers are, should be evaluated and treated as assets of the firm, just as plant and equipment, inventory, etc. In fact, popular opinion has it that customer assets form the majority of the value of all company assets, on average, with “customer good will”, and similar labels for customer assets accounting for the difference between the book and market value of firms. 
One expression of this concept is “customer equity”, usually defined as the present value of current and future customers’ lifetime value to the firm, based on historical calculations of both “customer lifetime value” (CLV) and acquisition vs. attrition rates. This then leads to the concept of “return on customer” (ROC) to join return on assets (ROA) in general, return on equity (ROE) and return on investment (ROI) as financial performance indicators. [“Introducing Return on CustomerSM” 1to1 Magazine April 2004 p. 50] 
The object of ROC calculation is to monitor the balance between current profits attributable to “harvesting” existing customer value, and any changes in customer equity attributable to such harvesting. This recognizes that sellers’ attempts to maximize current profits, either by reducing present costs or increasing short-term revenue, can also effect customer equity, and that both effects should be noted when evaluating performance. 
When costs are cut through reducing customer service, inaugurating self-service techniques, for example, the process may reduce customer equity by annoying them enough to cause defections or reduced repeat purchases. When revenue is enhanced through “puffery” and other tactics where customers are misled as to what they are getting, similar reductions in customer equity are likely. Firms and their managers should be evaluated on both short-term profits and long-term customer equity changes, since both affect shareholder equity. Return on customer calculations, and their use in planning and evaluating firm’s and managers’ performance continue the standard CRM obsession with optimizing the firm’s performance. While discussions of customers as assets use terms such as “creating value”, they apply them only to creating value for the firm. While this is an understandable, even essential goal for firms, it tends to give extremely short shrift to the other half of the marketing equation where firms are supposed to create value for customers as well. 
Judging by the imbalance of almost all attention being given to the value sellers gain, in contrast to the tendency to “honor more in the breach than in the observance” attention to the value customers gain, firms seem to think of customers as assets to be exploited for their personal benefit, rather than partners in mutual exchanges of value. The danger of thinking of customers as assets is that firms might actually delude themselves into thinking that they “own” their customers. 
This risk is exacerbated when firms employ ROC calculations, planning and evaluation based on the value they gain from customers, while virtually ignoring what value it is that customers gain from firms. At its simplest and most dangerous, ROC can be treated as an optimization challenge, requiring no more than traditional optimization mathematics to determine at what mix of harvesting customers for immediate profits and risk/prediction of loss in customer equity the firm does best. The only considerations in such mathematics are the short- vs. long term value that the firm and its stakeholders will achieve from the optimal mix – there is no mention of customers’ value gains at all. 
Can Firms Be Customers’ Assets? 
I ran across an interesting example of an ad campaign, aimed at prospects and customers, since their “acquisition” and “retention” (already sounds like owning them) are universally recognized as essential. In this case Provident Bank (Washington, DC & Baltimore, MD area) created TV advertising featuring customers (professional actors, no doubt) discussing why they felt the bank was “Jane’s Bank” and “Bill’s Bank”, with tellers treating them as if they had been waiting only for them. [“New Provident Bank Ads to Highlight Customer Service” Baltimore Sun Apr 8, 2004] In other words, the campaign reversed the rhetoric, at least, of customer acquisition and retention, to suggest that customers acquired and retained the bank, not vice versa. 
What would it mean, to customers and to sellers, if customers “owned” the sellers as their personal assets, at least in the customers’ view? Do you suppose customers would feel a stronger sense of loyalty to firms they feel they “own”, as contrasted to firms that feel they “own” them? Apparently at least one bank thinks so, or was willing to give it a try as an advertising gimmick, perhaps. 
But if it were more than a gimmick, what would a “customer-owned” seller look like? There are plenty of examples of mutual companies, consumer cooperatives, etc. that are legally customer owned, and even some not-for-profit firms who behave quite differently from traditional optimize-their-own-and-shareholders’-value sellers. When the US government enabled health insurance firms in the US to project dramatically lower prescription drug costs, and when a few such firms managed to reduce operating costs even before this provision became effective, some of those firms actually refunded money to their customers – including consumers, as well as employer clients. 
The Group Health Cooperative of Puget Sound, Washington, for example, has a history of promoting members’ health, rather than simply minimizing its own risk. The Kaiser Permanente health plan, operating in a number of US states, offers members discounts on eye surgery, cosmetic surgery, and other “quality-of-life” services, though these are naturally excluded from insurance coverage, itself. And one employer, Duke University Health System (Durham, North Carolina) offers coaching, education, and support services to its employees and dependents based on the health problems and goals each individual identifies, not just those that will save Duke some money. 
One of the greatest promoters of trust and commitment by customers toward sellers is those customers’ perception that the seller is at least as committed to the customers’ interests, as its own. The “hero stories” told by customers and cited by sellers as examples of superlative service all reflect sellers’ going above and beyond the call of duty, going the extra mile, and otherwise putting the customer’s interests first, usually losing money on the individual transaction or service experience. And these stories are usually the basis for customers’ beginning to feel that the seller belongs to them, thinking of particular sellers as “my bank”, “my supermarket”, “my hospital”, etc. 
Such perceptions of “ownership” may also arise from extended and life-altering experiences, of course. Graduates think of their alma mater based primarily on a number of years’ experiences, normally never repeated. Of course, cheering on one’s old school team at the Henley Regatta in the UK, or the traditional-rivalry fall football game in the US, reinforces the sense that one is supporting one’s own university, as well. Whether consumers will ever think of their bank or supermarket or hospital with the same fervor and commitment as their alma mater is open to question. But if they even think of such sellers as belonging to them, it is likely their loyalty may approach that accorded to the old school, at least. 
If sellers adopted some of the aims of Buyer-Centric Commerce, principally those aims devoted to enabling consumers to optimize their gains from sellers, there might be far more consumers who think of a given seller as one of their personal assets. And such consumers might be motivated to “nurture” such assets via more than cross-, up- and frequency-buying (in response to sellers’ cross-, up- and frequency selling). They might very well invent their own ways of showing their commitment, rather than merely increasing their RFM value to the seller. 
Outrageous examples such as the woman who not only recruited friends to take trips on Southwest Airlines when it hit a bad patch after 9/11, but bought more stock in the firm to support its share price, and even sent a money contribution to help tide it over, are probably too rare to suggest a general potential. [B. McConnell & J. Huba “The Customer Evangelism Manifesto” MarketingProfs.com 22 Oct 2002 But they certainly suggest that some people do think of their airline with the same fervor and commitment as others think of their alma mater, as if the seller is their asset, and one they are committed to preserving and even “growing”. 
Rabid fans of sports teams buy and wear related merchandise, invite their friends to a game, buy season’s tickets, and make it possible for teams and individual players to become multi-millionaires and celebrities, whether Tiger Woods or David Beckham. Members of HOG, the Harley-Davidson Owners’ Group were what brought that firm back from the brink of extinction to a model of successful CRM, are as loyal to their “hogs” and the firm as any rabid sports fan. [“The HOG – More Useful Than You Might Imagine” BuildingBrands.com Apr 13, 2004] Few sellers gain as much from their loyal customers as they do from their “Apostles” who forgive product and service values, are “raving fans” who refer new customers to “their” seller or brand, and remain in virtually permanent relationships with their “assets”. [CF Curasi & KN Kennedy “From Prisoners to Apostles” Journal of Services Marketing 16:4 2002 322-341] 
Sainsbury’s supermarket in the UK enlisted its customers as co-designers of a new store in Hazel Grove, Manchester. This helped the store focus on key “missions” identified by customers, along with their solution suggestions, including the first “Personal Shoppers” and “Easy Checkout” agents for customers who prefer someone else to do the legwork, and a number of new ways to make “their store” an even more important and valued partner in their lives. [“Customers Design a New Store for Sainsbury’s” eCustomerServiceWorld.com 10 June 2002] 
When a 60-year-old physician in Westlake, Ohio, USA told his patients that he would be retiring, because his malpractice insurance carrier was raising his premium by $40,000 in the coming year, his patients rallied round and raised $17,000 on the first day of their campaign to save “their doctor”, with $43,000 raised in just the first week. [‘Grateful, Loyal Patients Raise $40K to Keep Doctor Insured” American Medical News Sep 2, 2002] Customers of a family restaurant in Alexandria, VA, USA took over for the owner when he had a heart attack and could no longer run things, volunteering as dishwashers, waiters, cooks, and whatever else was needed to keep the place open. “Loyal Customers Who Saved the Day” NBC Nightly News Oct 10, 2002] 
Customers who feel a given store, service provider, branded product truly makes a significant positive difference in their lives, are more likely to feel each as their own, personal asset. As such, they are likely to be more loyal, and more prone to complain when something goes wrong, rather than defect in silence. Only about 4% of customers who have a complaint ever reveal it to sellers; the rest simply leave, and many tell all their friends about the disaster that befell them, becoming “terrorists” in negative word-of-mouth (WoM) while the seller never knows anything about it. 
The toy-retail store Build-a-Bear Workshop credits its growth to 113 locations in five years to its intense focus on securing customer feedback. Australian brewer Blowfly asks its customer “shareholders” to help create marketing plans, select product names, and participate in strategic decisions, with customers in all but fact owning the firm, and so great a volume of positive WoM advertising that it landed a major distribution deal with North American grocer Trader Joe. [B. McConnell & J, Huba “Fight the Fear: The 10 Golden Rules of Customer Feedback” MarketingProfs.com March 2, 2004] 
There is no proven strategy for ensuring that customers feel they own the seller’s firm, person or place of business. But what seems clear from the examples I have cited, and many more in my files, is that the best strategies begin with treating customers as if they are owners, not owned. For it is when customers, themselves, feel that the firm belongs to them that they reciprocate at far higher levels of value contributions to “their” firm than have ever emerged from strategies where firms think they own their customers.
