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Consider eBay’s business model. Fundamentally, it 
is based on enabling someone to do business with 
a stranger. The online auction site, eBay, exploded 
when it provided reliability ratings of vendors. 
Suddenly, prospective customers had previous 
customers’ evidence about the vendor.  The person 
selling collectible stamps or vintage stereo albums 
or Depression-era glass had a “trust ranking” right 
at their store. Customers trusted eBay when eBay 
provided trust-based data on its sellers. 

Business literature today is obsessed with the 
recession. At the heart of this recession is a lack
of trust in our government, our ! nancial 
institutions and our business leaders. A survey by 
the Harvard Business Review conducted in January 
shows the fall out in trust. Respondents reported 

that between January 2008 and January 2009, their 
trust in U.S.-based company senior management 
fell 76 percent. Trust in suppliers dropped 21 
percent. Trust in customers dropped 18 percent.

Professional-service businesses are trust-based 
businesses. They always have been. In these times 
when trust-based con! dence is eroded, people 
postpone engagements. The March 18 edition 
of the Harvard Business School’s newsletter, 
Working Knowledge, includes an article titled 
“Marketing after the Recession” by John Quelch, 
a Harvard Business School professor. Mr. Quelch 
says consumers are looking at your ! rm and your 
services through new lenses. 
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His advice:

Focus on high-potential clients. Build stronger relationships with 
them where pent-up demand is or soon will be intense.
The longer the recession, the more likely clients will adjust 
(downwardly) their attitudes and behaviors towards service 
providers, permanently. The relationship needs to start from scratch.

Assess your target client’s trust in your organization. When was the 
last time your company had a third party client-perception study 
completed? Do you know how your clients rate your timeliness, 
technical ability, communications, follow-through and problem-
solving capacity?

Focus on costs. There is a glut of competitors with low or no backlog 
ready for break even or loss-leader work from your clients. Know 
your costs. Know what you can negotiate.

Gage your clients’ con! dence in the market. How? Ask them. Take 
your best clients to lunch, ask a few questions and listen. 

Plan for demand. We don’t know when the recession will end. Be 
careful about your talent. The demand for business developers has 
never been greater. The demand for highly educated technical
talent is very high and will become more acute once the recovery 
kicks in. 

Recent professional business literature is saying: 

 " “What was” will not be again for a long time.

 " Know your own mood. No one wants to do business

  with a grumpy organization or person.

 " Ask for referrals

 " Use testimony 

 " Follow through is critical with every client and each lead.

 " Frequency of contact is critical. Be a helper ! rst and a

  peddler second.

 " Powerful offers will resonate with cautious purchasers. 

 " Focus on the services you are great at  

 " Upgrade your business-development plans and processes

 " Re-think your marketing plans and processes

 " Upgrade your service – more frequent communications;

  “how are we doing” calls 

 " Protect your best clients. Connect more with them.

On this point, there are still more tips to share:

Visit with them face to face – more frequently. It is hard to trust someone 
you can’t see – unless your ! rm has an eBay reliability rating.  

Find ways to build more value for those clients. This can only be done 
via face-to-face communications. How can you make your client’s 
constituents love your client?

Emphasize on your value proposition – you must know what your 
individual clients value and need most.

Emphasize your ! rm’s ability to work together with the client to get 
things done –fast.

Emphasize trust.

Lastly, your competition will be waiting for you to screw up. Don’t.


