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Imagine…
Imagine, if you will, the impact of having your best
customers providing input into your strategic plan. Yes,
the people who exchange money for the products and
services you offer are actually helping shape the roadmap
for your business.
And imagine that these key customers do so happily; so
happily, in fact, that they become true advocates for your
brand and increase their spend with your company yearover-year.
And finally, imagine the impact of having your entire team
aligned around the strategy that has been validated by
the market . . . everyone is flying in formation.
This scenario is not only possible, but quite doable, and
pays handsome rewards. Customer Advisory Boards are
considered a best practice among B2B organizations who
want to ensure that they are indeed on the right path for
the short and long term. Companies with a formalized
Customer Advisory Board (CAB) initiative are leading the
way for sustainable growth of their organizations as well
as leading their industries into the future.

Tony Carter, Ph.D., “found that of the 70 Fortune 500
companies surveyed, 21 had Customer Advisory Boards;
and of those companies, 19 found such groups to be an
extremely or somewhat effective tool in the customerrelationship process. And the fact that many other
companies don’t have Customer Advisory Boards is a
competitive advantage in itself.”

What is a

Customer Advisory Board

Customer Advisory Board (CAB)
An executive-level Customer Advisory Board is a mechanism to help the C-Suite better
understand the business issues that drive the buying decisions of their key customers. Without
this strategic insight, the best laid plans may fail to produce the desired results and even more,
significant money may be lost on a misguided roadmap.
A CAB is strategic, unlike focus groups or surveys. It is an intimate conversation with executive
peers, diving deep into subject areas that are of mutual interest and benefit.

Nearly every facet of a business is impacted by a
successful CAB
For example:
Customer Loyalty – less customer attrition and churn, especially
among CAB members
Market Research – early warnings of shifts in customer needs and
emerging opportunities
Innovation – New product development feedback from the people who
purchase what you sell
Sales – advice on approaching and appealing to similar customers,
including referrals
Market Intelligence – Intel on competitor’s tactics and strategies
Marketing – Development of Customer Advocates and Brand
Ambassadors*
Internal Team Alignment – everyone is aligned around strategy and
hearing unfiltered input from the customers at the same time
*Source: customeradvisoryboard.org

Additional Benefits to
Customer Advisory Board
In addition to the benefits above, CABs also provide opportunities to: identify
new sources of revenue; mitigate risk that your strategies are not on point;
better understand your customers’ strategic priorities and identify ways to
support them. Building rapport with key customers also yields benefits that are
too numerous to mention.

Selecting

Board Members

Because an executive CAB is a strategic initiative, it is critical to select board
members who will be best positioned to have relevant conversations with the host
company as well as their fellow board members. Ensuring that those around the table
are indeed peers with regard to responsibility and decision-making authority will
create value for all involved. Cited as the #1 reason executives choose to exchange
their time and expertise by sitting on a CAB is the opportunity to acquire best
practices, discuss industry trends and drivers, and benchmark against their peers.

It is highly recommended that prior to launching an executive CAB, the commitment is
made by the CEO to consider the initiative as an ongoing strategy. By engaging the
board members over a longer period of time, companies are able to get the full
benefit of such a program. Board members who agree to participate do so because
there is inherent value to them individually and to their organizations. If only
providing that value for a very short time, there is a potential risk to the relationships
and can possibly do more harm than if the board had not been created in the first
place.

Another benefit to board members is
having access to the leadership team of a

Below are some additional reasons why customers would invest time to
serve on a Customer Advisory Board:

key supplier. With that in mind, it is highly
recommended that the invitation to
participate on the board comes directly

Influence the direction of a key supplier
Obtain insight into the strategies and roadmaps of the
host company

from the CEO to illustrate the serious and

Provide thought leadership among their peers

committed nature of the initiative. In

Help solve universal business challenges within their

addition, there is tremendous value in

industry

developing an agenda that provides

Get advanced opportunity to test drive new products and

multiple opportunities for the board
members to socialize and interact with the
executive team of the host company.

solutions
Network with peers
Innovate in collaboration with industry experts

Customer Advisory Boards are generally

Board members are busy, high-level people

made of up of 10-12 customers who are

whose time is extremely valuable. As such,

strategically selected through a specific

members will have very high expectations

recruiting methodology. Creating a

that their time will be well spent and that

balanced board is key in driving engaging

their feedback will be heard and valued.

and valuable conversations.
Additionally, they will expect professionalism
A room full of raving fans will not deliver

from the host company, access to the

the same kind of actionable insights as a

leadership team, and updates on decisions

diverse population based upon a

coming from the CAB.

multitude of factors including the strength
of the current relationship.

The CAB Engagement
Customer Advisory Board meetings are best held face-to-face, usually two to three times per year in a location that is
outside the host company’s operations. By having the meetings off-site, the executive team is communicating to the
members that the CAB is of utmost importance and worthy of being out of the office for a couple of days. A typical
format is as follows:

Late afternoon arrival
Cocktail reception/dinner

Day 1
Meetings all day
Break
Dinner/entertainment

Day 2
Half day of meetings
Optional social activity

The agenda
The agenda, planned very carefully and
socialized with all of the internal team in
advance, will call for 3-4 deep dive discussions
throughout the duration of the meeting. This
allows for robust conversations and
collaboration that would not be suitable for
several shorter sessions. Again, by building in
time for networking, host company executives
as well as board members have opportunity to
build meaningful relationships that are highly
valued.

Topics for a CAB Discussion
In addition to discussions on industry trends and
drivers, which is typical for most CAB meetings,
executive teams can also choose to focus on
topics including but not limited to

Technology
Product development
Marketing and branding
Competitive landscape
Position within the industry
Customer satisfaction and loyalty
Operations
Pricing and business models
Customer drivers and priorities.

Communication

Is Key

A critical element in successfully executing a Customer
Advisory Board is ensuring that consistent and valuable
communication is flowing to the board members before,
during and after the meeting. Making sure that members
are properly prepped for the meeting gives them
confidence that they will have the opportunity to provide
value and to be completely engaged with the host
company and their board peers.

Recruitment of board members
Third-party facilitation
Well-crafted agenda
Open-mindedness
LISTEN 80%. TALK 20%

Clear communication during the meeting is critical so that
members feel that the host company is organized, detailed,
and fully prepared for all aspects of the engagement. And
finally, a post-meeting communication is crucial so that
members know that their feedback was heard and was
valuable, and that the host company will act upon the
feedback as is appropriate

Provide outstanding value to
members
Solid communication between
meetings
Acting upon member feedback

Critical Perspective

In launching a Customer Advisory Board, it’s imperative that the perspectives around the initiative are well defined. The primary perspective
should be that the CAB is designed to understand the needs of the customers as well as they do themselves. Going beyond how customers
behave and truly understanding how they think is the holy grail. Keying in on the meaning behind their words is the type of listening that
separates the most innovative companies from their competitors. While companies have access to much of the same data, those who have a
deeper understanding of what the data means (an area in which CABs can be extremely helpful) are the ones who ultimately advance ahead
of the pack.

Return On

Investment

Customer Advisory Board initiatives should not be considered a
marketing event but rather a formalized market research initiative
with a discernable ROI. There are various metrics that can be
monitored to illustrate a CAB ROI including in the categories of

Strategy (resolution of a strategic challenge)
Sales (increased average customer spend)
Marketing (new value prop development)
Product Development (cost savings)
Customer Satisfaction (Net Promoter Score)
*among others.

*Source: customeradvisoryboard.org

There is an undeniable benefit to the executive team, and the company as
a whole, when an organization can provide this high-level, high-value
insight directly from key decision makers. Research suggests increased
performance for several key indicators, including:

9 percent increase in new business among CAB membership after one
year (in B2B organizations)

95 percent retention rate among participants
57% increase in CAB member participation in reference programs,
testimonials and thought-leadership efforts
Consumer insights into key marketing directives, including:
Product and solution direction (77 percent)
Strategic company direction (63 percent)
Market insight and intelligence (50 percent)
Branding and positioning feedback (50 percent)*
*Nov. 2015, Rob Jenson

Now multiply these returns by the number of Customer Advisory Boards within
an organization and you can see an exponential impact. Many companies have
multiple boards, segmented by geographic region, product/service offerings,
customer type and area of focus (i.e. an Innovation Board, CIO Board, EMEA,
APAC, Middle East, US boards, etc.). For larger organizations, having multiple
boards not only increases the overall impact of a CAB initiative, it provides
diverse perspectives that help paint a larger picture.
Expenses to be considered when budgeting for a CAB include: travel, lodging,
meals, entertainment, time, materials, meeting space, technology, consulting
fees.

Launching q

Customer Advisory
Board

Because there is a lot at stake in an initiative such as an executive level Customer Advisory Board, it is highly recommended to allow experts
in the field to drive this process. There is little room for error when bringing together your most important customers and the meetings must
absolutely run like clockwork to get the ultimate benefit from the program. Reasons to hire an outside consultant to execute the CAB initiative
include:
Experience to deliver a flawlessly executed program and deep knowledge of best practices
Allows executive team to be fully engaged in the conversation rather than worrying about details including technology, time, logistics, etc.
A third-party facilitator can keep the conversations from derailing and prevent the host from having to do the hard work of neutralizing
conversation hijackers and ending ongoing conversations gracefully
An outside party will create meeting reports without bias
Saves time for the host company executive team throughout the entire process including recruitment, agenda planning, meeting prep,
communications, etc.
Professional facilitation ensures an engaging conversation and elicits feedback from even the quietest members
Experienced professionals have techniques and processes that deliver measurable ROI

Conclusion

For B2B organizations looking for competitive advantage, strategic
validation, internal team alignment, deep customer relationships and
actionable insights, the executive-level Customer Advisory Board is a
platform that delivers all that and more. Questions that can be answered
through conversations with board members include:
Is our company moving in the right direction?
Are our products and services providing value to our customers and
how can we increase that value?
Where are there other opportunities that we have not yet explored?
How do these opportunities resonate with our customers?
What are the industry trends and drivers that are impacting our
customers?
How do we maximize our partner relationships and where are there
additional opportunities to collaborate?
How can we facilitate peer-to-peer engagement among our key
customers to provide additional value to them?
How well are we doing with regard to customer service, product
innovation, messaging, pricing models, etc.?
There is no overstating the value of knowing that your company is in alignment
with where the market is heading. A Customer Advisory Board provides that value.

The Congruity Group is based in Dayton, Ohio and delivers executive-level
Customer Advisory Board services. Whether launching a new board or upleveling an existing board, The Congruity Group has the methodologies,
experience, and protocols to ensure that your board is flawlessly executed and
delivers exponential value. For more information, contact Betsy Westhafer,
937-550-1701.
Founder, at betsy@thecongruitygroup.com or by calling 937-550-1701.

#1 Best Seller!
"Tony and Betsy understand, at the deepest levels, the impact of
listening on the success or failure of an organization because
they have been helping CEOs listen to their customers and
clients for nearly 20 years. Their book is a C-Suite Must Read."
Tracy Hazzard, Innovation Columnist
Inc. Magazine

