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A
t any golf range, you are likely to 
find more people practicing their 
driving rather than their pitching 
and putting. Yet in an actual golf 

game, there are many more short pitch and 
putt shots than there are long drive and fairway 
shots. Why is this? Why do people spend more 
time practicing their long game over their 
short game when statistics show that people 
who focus on their short game have golf 
scores that drop significantly – much more 
than people who focus on improving their 
long game?

If I were to hypothesize, I might say that 
it’s because the long game shots are more 
visible and more dramatic – tee-off is the time 
when the entire foursome stands together and 
admires one another’s shots. This is where the 
show is. Who wants to be on display in front of 
peers and competitors with a poor long game? 
But, what does this all this have to do with the 
defence industry?

In the defence business, our customer can 
consist of several parts of a golf game: the 
driving customer, the fairway customer, the 
pitching customer, the putting customer, etc. 
The customer is complex by nature, consisting 
of the organization that is the end user or 
operator of the defence equipment/system, or 
any other intermediary organization between 
the operator organization and your company. 
For example, a software provider for a weapon 
subsystem may contract with a subsystem sup-
plier, who in turn may contract with a system 
supplier, who then may contract with a major 
subassembly provider, who also may be in 
contract with the weapon system OEM, who 
finally would sell to the operator. As you can 
see, this is a rather long chain.

In my experience, I have seen as many as 
seven levels of contracting between a solution 
provider and the operational organization for 
one project. Interestingly enough, that same 
solution provider and operator had a direct 
contracting relationship on another project. 
(Of course, procurement models govern how 
this works.)

A recent Harvard Business Review article 
written by Robert Simons developed the notion 
of Primary Customer: the customer that is most 
critical to your business’ success. Not only is it 
important to identify who that customer entity 
is, it’s important to completely understand why 
this is the entity that is most crucial. The article 
cites the popular business networking applica-
tion LinkedIn, which considers its individual 
members as its primary customer even though 
many are non-paying, because if they develop 
the gigantic “go-to” business network, advertis-
ing and recruiting revenue will naturally follow.

Referring back to our previous example, 
the subsystem provider may be the primary 
customer to the software provider because 
that next-tier customer is on several projects 
that require the software provider’s expertise. In 
this case, it’s in the best interest of the software 
provider to recognize that and focus on that 
next-tier customer. Similarly, it could be that 
another firm within the tiers holds a better 
market position on a greater number of projects 
that are targeted by the software firm.

If this is the case, the software provider 
should foster a closer relationship with them. 
Or, it could be that the software provider builds 
features that are so specific and so unique that 
only the equipment operator could fully under-
stand its utilities and benefits. In this case, the 
software provider would want to establish a 

close relationship with this end user to adapt 
their products to the operational needs and 
further, educate the equipment operator on 
what the options are when specifying equip-
ment requirements.

The foregoing applies to tiers of a customer 
under several direct contract relationships where 
all tiers of the contractual relationship serve a 
particular purpose. However, what must also 
be considered are the stakeholders outside the 
direct contracting chain. These include Intel-
lectual Property owners, such as OEMs and 
software providers, whose technology is critical 
to your business; contracting agencies that 
serve as intermediaries and/or control contract-
ing standards; technical authorities; standards 
authorities, such as for airworthiness; unions; 
employees; community; and even government, 
politicians, and associations. Sometimes one of 
these stakeholders outside the contracting chain 
holds the most critical importance. An example 
of this is when a local government is vying for 
the presence of a major manufacturer within 
its jurisdiction. In this case, a supplier of on-site 
services could consider that local government 
its primary customer because that entity is most 
crucial to its business growth.

In order to further enable business growth, 
it’s important to identify the totality of your 
customer and stakeholders, prioritize their 
importance, and manage those relationships 
accordingly. However, as we saw in the golf 
example, there are equally important reasons 
to work on other parts of our game too that 
may not necessarily help our score – it’s to help 
how we are perceived. But in the end, one must 
make the decision of being in business to merely 
be in the limelight at the tee, or to be honoured 
for winning the game.
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