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Identify your at-risk clients

The author is a partner with the Wilson-Oyler Group. He can be reached at bwilson@questex.com.

BESTPRACTICES

M
aintenance contractors have 
faced — and will continue to 
face — competitive invasion 
of their base contracts in what 
remains a “take away” environ-

ment. Until new construction rebounds, the com-
petition remains fi erce as contractors try to protect 
their existing contract base and grow by taking 
others’ work. Prices are down signifi cantly over 
the last two seasons as price-conscious buyers take 
advantage of the highly competitive environment. 

Many contractors have taken signifi cant hits to 
their contract base, while others have managed to 
hold on. Some contractors have stubbornly resisted 
lowering prices and have paid a price in lost con-
tracts. Lowering prices can save contracts, but no 
one really wants to go there if they do not have to. 

We believe there is a partial solution in identify-
ing your most at-risk clients, and coming up with a 
creative strategy to lock them in. It involves becom-
ing hyper-observant, trying to understand your 
clients’ businesses, and anticipating their pain. 

We have created a checklist of things that can 
put a client at risk (see Table 1). If you and your 
account managers look at all of your jobs and assess 
them against this list, it will help you determine 
relative risk. There is no specifi c scoring system, 
but the more risk factors present, the more in jeop-
ardy the property becomes to being stolen. 

If you use this tool to rate each of your jobs, you 
can decide where to focus attention. Often, the 
account manager can take this information early on 
and meet with the client to see how serious these 
factors come into play with the client. This allows 
you to take a proactive approach to fi nding a win-
win solution. 

For example, if the client is experiencing a high 
vacancy rate, curb appeal will still be important, but 
short-term cash fl ow could be an issue. Offering 
a lower price for a new contract could be appeal-
ing, while you provide for an escalation to a higher 
price as the vacancy rate goes down. Or it might be 
attractive to include mulching in the contract price 
for a year, if you can get an extension at the current 
price. This gives the client a discount, now, when 
they need it, and returns you to a more acceptable 
price when things improve.

Do not underestimate your competition. Most 
good contractors are very in tune to with options 
to entice the client to change, and they will most 
likely offer things similar to what you can come up 
with. Your single advantage can be “trust.” If you 
have built a trusting relationship with your clients 
and are proactive in approaching them before they 
have to come to you or go out to bid, you hold the 
advantage in working something out favorable to 
you. Train your staff to look for the risk factors, and 
take action while you hold that advantage. 

TABLE 1:  RISK FACTORS POTENTIALLY RESULTING IN CLIENT LOSS

Client or job

Job one   L M M M L L H H M L

Job two  H L M M M H L L L M

Job three  L L M L L M M M H H
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low (L)

medium (M)
high (H)


