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Client Targeting Done Right 
The 3 Threes of Smarter Prospecting 
Donald McMichael 

 

 
Context & Content. The core of this piece is an article that I originally 
penned in late 2001. It provides a high level playbook for not only 
surviving, but also exiting an economically turbulent period in better 

shape. January 1, 2008 seems like a perfect time to pen an annotated 
version with both lessons learned and structural opportunities that have 
come into the grasp of the average entrepreneur. 

 
 
Revenue. As a business leader you never have too much or tire of the joy in 

finding new sources. During the end of the last century – 1998 through 2000, 
everyone was riding high on the crest of the one of the most dynamic economic 
expansions in US history. Businesses were flourishing, optimism was in the air, and 
potential clients were glad to entertain your product. Today, however, it all feels 

like a distant memory as businesses were forced to walk through the valley of 
‘retrenchment, belt-tightening and recession’ as they struggle to survive and 
prosper. Let’s face it, it wasn’t businesses that walked this gauntlet but 

individuals; that’s right you and I. And, what was an already a tricky economy 
was rendered even more treacherous by the events of Sept 11th. 
 

So what was it that those who survived did and continue to do today? Contrary 
to popular belief they didn’t “circling the wagons” and hoping to skate through 
a six to twelve months period. They marshaled resources and focused on 

prospecting the right target market. It is precisely at these times that those who 
continue to focus on the future find themselves at the forefront of an economic 
recovery when it does happen. 
 

Today the valley is behind us but staring us in the face is the specter of a fixed 
asset induced slowdown. Hopefully this doesn’t come to pass for if it does it 
could mean that millions of people will end up losing the ‘American Dream’ and 

a generation significantly financially hobbled.  
 
The causes and specific of the 2000 to 2002 period will never be relived but we 

must take the lessons learned and prepare our armor for future onslaughts. Here 
are several lessons learned that can help you efficiently and effectively 
identifying appropriate prospects. 
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Doing Homework 
Value.  
This might not be the reason you started a business, but it sure is the reason 
you’re still around. In his book “How to Become a Rainmaker”, Jeffrey J. Fox 
advises that before you approach a prospect ask yourself why should they do 

business with you. Study and understand the value that your product brings to 
potential clients. If the answers doesn’t address one of their immediate needs 
move on to the next prospect. You’ll sell far more if you focus on what is 

important to the prospect. 
 
Understand Your Current Clients. 
Look at your existing clients. This is more important than it sounds. Selecting the 

most appropriate target market affects your business growth potential, 
profitability and work satisfaction. Try this exercise, take out a piece of paper 
and plot your current customer’s characteristics like location, company size, 

industry, and buying process. Eventually a picture of who values your product, 
what aspects are most coveted and the best sales tactics to utilize will emerge.  
 

An additional benefit of this exercise is that it makes you focus on the customer’s 
buying cycle. “The one thing that I have found is that people often don’t take 
into consideration when is the time that I’m most receptive to their proposition.” 

states Sheryl Huggins, Executive Editor of NiaOnline. “In publishing there is a 
definite work cycle. For example, if you present a marketing piece at the end of 
a quarter when the publication focuses entirely on earnings reports the likelihood 
of your piece receiving appropriate attention is nonexistent.” 

 

Let Others Do Some Lifting 
Self-Qualification. 
Prospects will talk if you ask the right questions. Obtaining information directly 
form a prospect is always the best way to qualify them. It allows you to know 
exactly what their problems are and more importantly their receptivity to your 

product. It’s your job to uncover this information, however, one-on-one 
conversations can be time-consuming and pricey.  
 

Most customers like to be involved in the sales process; answering questions 
about their business and needs makes them feel like they are part of the 
process. Make this work to your favor; send out surveys, or even just a simple 3x5 
business return card, with a reply incentive to your unqualified prospects. Surveys 

invite response and allow you to acquire qualifying information from lots of 
prospects at one time.  
 

Of all the things that were included in the original article one’s ability to 
hold conversations with current and prospective has been most 
impacted.  
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It seems that not a day goes by without someone penning an article on 

the benefits of Social Media. I have no desire to add to the chorus of 
accolades. In fact it seems that the most valuable attribute isn’t the 
various networking sites – don’t get it wrong they should be worked into 

your marketing/PR mix – but the fact that the collective software 
development community has provided you with tools and an 
infrastructure that allow you to create high quality virtual conversation 
vehicles. For example these tools allow one to mash up a traditional 

static site with video, instant messaging, and a niche blog. Please note 
that 2001 was several years before blogging appeared on the radar 
screen of some of the most ardent early adopters. And surveys? Well we 

all know that you are more likely to receive a higher number of quality 
replies if your request can be easily completed. And, today’s smart 
survey tools are convenient and can be designed to get you the 

information you desire in much fewer questions that their paper based 
ancestors. 
 
So, how does this apply to the above? Well for starters its global reach 

allows you to not only hold personal conversations about you current 
lineup but also do one better. It allows you to proactively identify and 
understand trends that might not as of yet reached your market. Think 

about it, how impactful would your brand be if it had a sharp 
understanding of tomorrow today?  

 

Pre-qualified Leads. 
Also know as referrals, they are a great way to obtain new prospects. One of the 
best advantages of this method is that a person who is familiar with both your 

and the prospect’s business has identified a mutually beneficial opportunity. 
How do you get referral business? By simply satisfying the needs of and delivering 
beyond the expectations of your current clients. It follows then that Customer 
Satisfaction is a powerful lead generation tool. 

 

Making It Real 
Target the Decision Maker. 
 “The companies that we are targeting must have some pain that we can 
soothe with our product offerings and it must be a top down approach through 
our contacts and resources. Closing our Madison Square garden deal started 

with an initial letter to Dave Checketts head of MSG. For a small software 
business like ours, we just don’t have the time and money to burn. Clearly 
starting from the top with something that that person understand and perceives 

to be valuable jumpstarts our time and puts us on track toward closure.” says 
Charles Smith, President of New Media Technologies. 
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Jump-start this conversation by addressing an issue that is at the top of this 
influencers list. Hoe might one ascertain this item? Try actually listening, people – 

especially business leaders – express what keep them up at night because they 
desperately what help. Talk to, listen to, and read the thoughts of the montage 
(leaders, analysts, pundits, clients,) of market participants. It is from this collogue 

of information that true knowledge is born. 
 
Don’t forget that what you are looking for could be a pain and or aspiration 
such as, how are we going to handle increasing demand. 

 
Sufficient budget. 
Does the prospect have the money to buy your product or service? This is 

commonsense but the ability to pay is often over looked, don’t waste your time 
if they cannot afford to purchase what you are selling. 
 

Seeing is Believing. 
Show people what you can do and how you treat clients. What better way for 
people to understand the benefits of your service or product? Two easy ways to 
spotlight your business is through: 

1) Charitable Giving- providing a service, product samples, or giveaways. 
2) Speaking Engagements – talk at a trade association meeting on your area 

of expertise. 

When they experience your product first-hand and are moved to follow-up they 
have pre-qualified themselves. 
 

Do you need to educate the customer about your product, or is it an easy sell? 
Are you going after a market that understands the product and the value it 
provides?  If they don’t you may find yourself having to spend a significant 

amount of time educating the market. Educating the market in of it’s self is not 
bad; often it is viewed as a value-added service that can persuade the decision 
process. But, like most things this is a double edge sword. Be wary of informal or 
unplanned programs they can easily inflate your cost of sale to a point at which 

there is no, or worse yet a negative profit margin.  
 
Market Trend. 
An analysis of the environment in which your business operates is essential. 
Determine how your business fits in the marketplace: Are changes that are 
taking place in your client’s industry favorable to the selling of your product or 

service? Are there enough customers to support your business? Is the problem 
your product addresses already being solved in that market? Be alert to 
changing technology and shifting consumer preference, they are two of the 
most powerful influencers in product obsolescence. 
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Conclusion. 
What is required to succeed in today’s world is a prospecting model that is the 

first step of a larger client acquisition and relationship-building program. 
Companies that do it smartly should find themselves in an enviable position 
when the economy turns – and turn it will. 

 
The above conclusion has been and, in my opinion, will always hold true. 
What has changed in the last six years is the ability to structure better 
prospecting models. Or to be more precise, one is now able to expand 
the best prospecting model – associates who know, trust, and like you – to 
a global scale. It isn’t the advent of the Internet but the ability for one the 
easily utilize to tools it empowers that has driven this phenomenon. We 
have all heard of blogs and their other interactive media. This real time 
interactivity has accelerated the pace of relationship building. One can 
have conversations across thousands of miles for pennies, research 
individuals you’re talking with (notice I said individuals not organizations, a 
monumental personalization of business), and conduct your own first 
hand research on social media sites. This is all a monumental change with 
no sign of waning. If I revisit this article in another five years I’m sure that I 
will have to mention the virtual world movement that is just now crossing 
over to the masses.  
 
Final words: The strategy has the potential to knock traditional awareness 
forms from the top of the hill. In this arena at least size, scale, and tenure 
will mean nothing unless it can be transformed into personal relationships. 

 
 

 
Donald McMichael is the founder of the McMichael Group LLC, a consulting practice that specializes in helping 
management frame their strategic choices and mobilize action. In addition, Donald is an Entrepreneur Specialist wit h the 
National Urban League. Donald can be reached at don@mcmichaelgroup.com 
 
Please note: That the thoughts, and opinions expressed in this article are my own and don't necessarily represent the 
National Urban League's or client's positions, strategies, or opinions. 
 

 


