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Many organisations describe certain customers as strategic accounts. The
uncomfortable truth is that this is an internal designation. It reflects how important the
customer is to the supplier, not how important the supplier is to the customer.

Strategic relationships are different. They exist only when the customer begins to treat
the supplier differently. That change cannot be demanded. It must be earned through
consistent behaviour, commercial understanding and the creation of meaningful value.

This guide helps you evaluate one live customer relationship and identify the practical
actions most likely to strengthen it over the coming months.

Rather than completing the exercises hypothetically, choose a single strategic account
and work through the guide using real evidence. The quality of your conclusions will
depend upon the quality of your observations.

By the end of the guide you should have a clearer understanding of:

how your customer currently perceives your organisation;
what prevents the relationship progressing further;
where trust can be strengthened;
which relationships should be developed;
what practical actions should be taken over the next ninety days.
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Before You Begin

Challenge Your Thinking

If your customer were asked whether your organisation was genuinely
strategic to their success, what evidence would they give?
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Stage Customer's View Typical Behaviour

Supplier
"We buy products from

them."
Transactional purchasing.

Preferred Supplier
"They're reliable and easy to

work with."
Regular business and

positive reputation.

Trusted Supplier "We value their advice."
Earlier engagement and

growing confidence.

Strategic Partner
"We involve them before

decisions are made."
Collaborative planning and

executive access.

Value-Creation
Partner

"They help us achieve
outcomes we could not

achieve alone."

Joint innovation, long-term
collaboration and shared

success.
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The 5 Stages of Relationship Maturity 
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very supplier would like to believe they are a strategic partner. Few actually are.
Relationships evolve gradually as confidence, trust and commercial relevance
increase. Progression cannot be achieved through titles or organisational charts.
It occurs when the customer's behaviour changes.

Reflection

Place your chosen account at the stage that most accurately
reflects the customer's behaviour today—not where you hope it sits.

Current Stage:
Evidence supporting this assessment:
What would need to change before the customer naturally moved to
the next stage?

Challenge Your Thinking
Strategic status is recognised through customer behaviour, not
supplier ambition.



Statement Score

We understand the customer's long-term
strategic objectives. ☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5

Our discussions regularly extend beyond
current products and contracts. ☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5

We are invited into conversations before
key decisions are made. ☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5

Multiple relationships exist across both
organisations. ☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5

Senior executives from both organisations
engage periodically. ☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5

The customer actively seeks our advice. ☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5

We understand the customer's measures of
success, not just ours. ☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5

We regularly identify opportunities before
the customer asks. ☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5

The customer would describe us as helping
them achieve business outcomes rather

than simply supplying products or services.
☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5

Our value would be difficult for the
customer to replace. ☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5
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Relationship Reality Check  
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Strong strategic relationships are built on more than regular meetings or high levels of revenue. They
are characterised by trust, openness, mutual understanding and a willingness to work together on
issues that extend beyond today's transactions.
Consider your chosen account and rate each statement using the following scale:

1 = Strongly Disagree 5 = Strongly Agree

_________/50
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Strategic Alignment Assessment
From Diagnosis to Action

Challenge Your Thinking
Your organisation almost certainly has an attention strategy. The real question is
whether you designed it—or whether it evolved by accident.
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For each statement, rate your organisation.

Interpreting Your Score

32–40. Your organisation appears to allocate strategic attention deliberately and consistently.

24–31. There is evidence of a strategy, although it is not always applied consistently.

16–23. Attention allocation appears reactive rather than strategic.

8–15. Executive attention is likely being driven by urgency, habit or internal politics rather than
strategic priorities.

Statement
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree Neutral Agree
Strongly
Agree

We have a clearly defined strategy for
allocating executive attention.

Senior leaders apply that strategy
consistently.

Different departments understand which
customers deserve additional strategic
attention.

Executive attention changes as customer
priorities change.

We review attention allocation regularly.

Decisions are based upon agreed criteria
rather than personalities.

Strategic customers receive proactive
executive engagement.

Leadership attention supports long-term
organisational objectives.

Score.                   /40
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Interpreting Your Score

Challenge Your Thinking
If this customer changed supplier tomorrow, what knowledge, capability or
insight would they genuinely miss? If the answer is "very little", your
relationship is probably more transactional than strategic.
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41–50 — Strategic Relationship

The relationship is characterised by trust, influence and shared
value creation. Your focus should be on maintaining momentum
and identifying new opportunities for innovation.

31–40 — Trusted Supplier

The foundations are strong, but there is scope to deepen executive
engagement, broaden relationships and become involved earlier in
customer thinking.

21–30 — Preferred Supplier

The customer values your organisation, but the relationship
remains largely operational. Greater commercial insight and
proactive engagement are required to progress further.

10–20 — Transactional Supplier

The relationship is primarily based on products, services or
contracts. Building strategic status will require deliberate
investment in trust, understanding and value creation.



Customer Area Key Contact
Strength (High

/ Medium /
Low)

Development
Priority

Executive Leadership

Business Unit Leadership

Procurement

Operations

Finance

Technical / Subject Experts

Project Teams

End Users

Influencers / Champions

Other

Strategic relationships rarely depend on a single individual. They are built through a
network of trusted relationships spanning multiple functions, levels and disciplines.

If your strongest relationship left either organisation tomorrow, would the partnership
continue with confidence?

Use the map below to identify the current strength of your relationship architecture.
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Relationship Architecture

Challenge Your Thinking
Organisations do not build strategic relationships. People do. The strongest strategic
partnerships are resilient because they are woven through the organisation rather
than resting on a single trusted contact.
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Reflection Questions
Which relationships are strongest?
Where are the most significant gaps?
Which single relationship would most strengthen the partnership if developed over the next six
months?
Are we overly dependent on one individual?



Question Yes Partly No

Do we have an identified executive sponsor
within our organisation? ☐ ☐ ☐

Does the customer have an equivalent
executive sponsor? ☐ ☐ ☐

Have both executives met during the last
twelve months? ☐ ☐ ☐

Do executive discussions focus on strategic
business issues rather than operational

matters?
☐ ☐ ☐

Is there an agreed purpose for executive
engagement? ☐ ☐ ☐

Are actions from executive meetings
followed through? ☐ ☐ ☐

Would both executives recognise each
other as trusted business partners? ☐ ☐ ☐

One of the clearest signs that a relationship is becoming strategic is the quality of
executive engagement.

Executive sponsorship is not about occasional courtesy visits or annual account reviews.
It is about creating meaningful dialogue between senior leaders who can identify
opportunities, remove barriers and strengthen long-term collaboration.

Use this planner to evaluate your current executive engagement.
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Executive Sponsorship Planner
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Our Executive
Sponsor

Customer
Executive
Sponsor

Relationship
Objective

Next Executive
Engagement
Date: 

Purpose:
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Executive Sponsorship Action Plan
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Challenge Your Thinking

Executive sponsorship should never become ceremonial. Every executive
interaction should either strengthen trust, create insight or unlock future value.



Delivered beyond expectations

Solved a difficult customer problem

Demonstrated honesty or transparency

Provided valuable insight rather than
simply responding to requests

Invested time without an immediate
commercial return
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Trust and Credibility Builder
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Trust is not created by promises. It is earned through consistent behaviour over time.

Customers place greater trust in organisations that repeatedly demonstrate
competence, integrity and a genuine commitment to helping them succeed.

Consider your chosen account and reflect on the evidence that supports your
credibility.

Evidence of Trust
List examples where your organisation has:

Building Greater Trust
What one action would most increase the customer's confidence in your
organisation over the next ninety days?
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Trust and Credibility Builder
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Challenge Your Thinking

Customers rarely promote suppliers to strategic partners because they ask.
They do so because repeated experiences have earned their confidence.

Reflection
Which of the following best describes your current position?

☐ We are known for reliability.

☐ We are known for expertise.

☐ We are known for innovation.

☐ We are known for commercial understanding.

☐ We are known for helping customers achieve strategic outcomes.

If you selected only the first option, your organisation may still be viewed
primarily as a competent supplier rather than a strategic partner.

The Strategic Relationship Pyramid

                 Shared Value Creation
             

               Strategic Collaboration
          

                 Executive Trust
        

            Operational Confidence
   

         Reliable Products & Services



Stage
We Are Usually

Involved
Desired Future

Position

Customer recognises a business
challenge ☐ ☐

Options are being explored ☐ ☐

Business case is being developed ☐ ☐

Requirements are being defined ☐ ☐

Suppliers are invited to respond ☐ ☐

Final supplier evaluation ☐ ☐

Contract negotiation ☐ ☐

Delivery and implementation ☐ ☐
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Becoming Relevant Earlier
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Strategic partners are involved before decisions are made. 

Transactional suppliers are invited after decisions have already been taken.

The goal is not simply to be present more often. It is to become relevant earlier in
the customer's thinking.

Consider your chosen account and identify where your organisation typically enters
the customer's decision-making process.

The Decision Timeline



Opportunity
Who should we

engage?
First Action Target Date
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Becoming Relevant Earlier
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Reflection
If your first meaningful involvement begins after requirements have already been
written, someone else has probably influenced those requirements.
What actions could move your organisation into earlier conversations?

The Early Influence Planner
Identify three ways you could become relevant before procurement begins.

Challenge Your Thinking

Winning more opportunities often begins long before the opportunity officially
exists.
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Creating Value Beyond the Contract

Publication WVL-EIG-07-v1.0  | © Fred Mills | millsconsultancy.com

Challenge Your Thinking

Customers rarely become strategic because suppliers deliver what they
promised. They become strategic because suppliers help them achieve what they
had not yet imagined.

Customers rarely remember suppliers for fulfilling the contract they signed.

They remember organisations that helped them solve problems they had not yet
recognised, avoided risks they had not anticipated or identified opportunities they
had not considered.  Creating value beyond the contract is one of the clearest
indicators that a relationship is becoming genuinely strategic.

The Value Beyond the Contract Canvas
For your chosen account, consider the following questions.

Business Outcomes
What strategic objectives is the customer trying to achieve over the next two to
three years?

Emerging Risks
What external or internal risks may affect those objectives?

Untapped Opportunities
Where might your organisation help the customer create additional value beyond the current
scope of work?

New Conversations
What valuable conversation should you initiate during the next customer meeting?

The One Insight Test
Complete the sentence:
"Before our next meeting, we will identify one insight that helps the customer make a
better business decision."
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The Strategic Conversation Ladder
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The higher the conversation, the greater the potential strategic value.

Many suppliers spend almost all of their time discussing products, services and price. Strategic
partners spend increasing amounts of time discussing business outcomes, future opportunities
and the customer's long-term direction.

Before every important customer meeting, ask yourself:

"At which level of the ladder is this conversation likely to take place?"
If the answer is the bottom rung, consider how you might elevate the discussion.

Future Opportunities

Strategic Business Outcomes

Business Challenges & Risks

Operational Improvement

Products • Services • Price



Stakeholders to Engage

Priority Action Target Date Success Measure

1

2

3

4

5
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90-Day Strategic Relationship Action Plan
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Transforming a customer relationship rarely happens through a single conversation. It is the
result of many deliberate actions that consistently demonstrate credibility, understanding
and value.

Use this action planner to focus on the few activities most likely to strengthen your chosen
relationship over the next three months.

Priority Objective
What is the single most important improvement you want to achieve in this
relationship over the next 90 days?

Your Top Five Actions

Name Organisation
Purpose of
Engagement

Target Date
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90-Day Strategic Relationship Action Plan
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Potential Risks
What could prevent progress?

How will you reduce these risks? 

Challenge Your Thinking
Strategic relationships are built through consistent progress, not occasional heroic
efforts.



Commitment One

Commitment Two

Commitment Three
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Personal Commitment

Publication WVL-EIG-07-v1.0  | © Fred Mills | millsconsultancy.com

The greatest barrier to stronger customer relationships is rarely organisational
capability. More often, it is inconsistency.

Good intentions fade quickly unless they become deliberate habits.

Take a few minutes to identify the commitments you are prepared to make.
I will...
☐ Spend more time understanding the customer's business.
☐ Ask more strategic questions.
☐ Build relationships beyond my existing contacts.
☐ Create value before asking for business.
☐ Share useful insights more frequently.
☐ Engage senior stakeholders more confidentl
☐ Invest time without expecting an immediate return.
☐ Look for opportunities to help the customer succeed.

Challenge Your Thinking
Every strategic relationship begins with a decision to become more valuable than
merely being reliable.

My Three Personal Commitments

Success Measures
In 90 days, I will know I have made progress because:

Final Reflection
Complete the sentence:
If my customer were asked today why they value working with us, they would say...
Now complete it again as you hope they would answer twelve months from now.



Prompt 1 – Relationship Assessment
Act as an experienced Strategic Account Director. Based on the following information about my
customer relationship, assess its current level of maturity. Identify strengths, weaknesses, blind
spots and the three highest-priority actions that would strengthen the relationship.

Prompt 2 – Executive Meeting Preparation
Act as a CEO preparing for a strategic meeting with one of our most important customers.
Generate ten insightful questions that focus on the customer's strategic objectives, commercial
pressures and future opportunities rather than products or pricing.

Prompt 3 – Executive Sponsor Briefing
Prepare a concise executive briefing for our sponsor before meeting the customer's executive
team. Include current relationship status, opportunities, risks, recommended discussion topics
and desired outcomes.

Prompt 4 – Relationship Mapping
Review the following stakeholder list and identify where relationship gaps exist.
Recommend which additional individuals should be engaged and explain why.

Prompt 5 – Creating Value Beyond the Contract
Based on the following information about this customer, identify five practical ways we
could create additional business value that sits outside our existing contractual
obligations while strengthening the long-term relationship.

Prompt 6 – Ninety-Day Relationship Coach
Act as my Strategic Relationship Coach. Review my ninety-day action plan and
recommend improvements, additional actions, likely risks and measurable success
indicators.
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AI Prompt Pack
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These prompts are designed to help you use generative AI as a strategic
thinking partner. They are not intended to replace your judgement, but to
broaden your perspective, identify opportunities and strengthen customer
conversations.

Challenge Your Thinking
AI can help you generate ideas. Trust is still earned through your own actions.
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Final Thoughts
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About this Guide
Products may win contracts.

Service may retain customers.

Trust may open doors.

But strategic relationships are built when customers repeatedly experience your
organisation as a source of insight, confidence and meaningful business value.

Throughout this guide you have explored where your relationship stands today,
identified opportunities for improvement and created a practical plan for moving forward.

Remember that strategic status is never self-declared. It is granted by customers who
believe you help them achieve outcomes that matter.

Every conversation, every commitment and every action contributes to that judgement.

Continue Your Where Value Lives Journey

This guide forms part of the Where Value Lives Executive Companion Series.
Related publications include:

WVL-EIG-06-v1.0 – Customer Attention Portfolio Assessment
WVL-OAA-04-v1.0 – Organisational Attention Audit
WVL-EIG-07-v1.0 – Strategic Attention Allocation Assessment

For additional companion resources, executive implementation guides and practical
tools supporting Where Value Lives, visit:
millsconsultancy.com

Designed to support professional judgement, not replace it.
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