
Introduction 

In a competitive and globalized world of commerce and service, it is an imperative for 

any organization to constantly evaluate and update its operative strategies in order to sustain 

itself in the market. For this purpose, an organization will have a range of options to calibrate 

from acquiring more assets, and better management of the existing assets, to the refinement of 

customer and business solutions. In traditional models, employees were assumed to be merely a 

tool to ensure specific services. However, this paper argues that employees should be regarded 

as the best customers because, an intense focus on employees, like the best customers, will result 

in a greater involvement of the employees, which is essential for a greater customer satisfaction.   

It is obvious, as Gabčanová (2011) states, that “the resource that lies within employees 

and how they are organized is increasingly recognized as critical to strategic success and 

competitive advantage.” However, the crucial element for a successful corporation is the 

engagement between the work and the employees. One of the ways, to enhance the degree of 

willful participation and engagement, is, as Patterson (2015) argues, “to cross the cultural chasm 

between seeing workers as servants of the organization and viewing them as deserving of the 

same levels of attention, dignity, and respect typically reserved for their highly valued 

customers.”  

This paper argues in a similar vein that “The employee is your greatest customer” is the 

best culture to have for a corporation because you will have greater employee satisfaction, 

employees will feel more involved in the company, and customer satisfaction will rise. This 

proposition is illustrated from multiple perspectives, each of them making visible the importance 

of treating employees as the greatest customer for the greater involvement of the employees in 

the corporation. 



Internal Marketing Perspective 

Scholars have noted long ago of the importance of making a balance between external 

marketing and internal marketing (Flipo, 1986). Despite the emphasis placed on the internal 

marketing, focused on service and employees, the notion of marketing as exclusively external, 

focused on products and clients, persists among the managers. “Such operationalizations of 

marketing,” Lings (2004) argues, “are outdated in modern markets where most purchases involve 

a combination of product and service elements, and, in the long term, service quality may be 

more important than product quality to the consumer.”  

Jean-Paul Flipo (1986) asks, “What is the rationale for accepting that the internal entity 

of a firm (group of stakeholders) can be considered a "market"?” Aligning himself with the 

political economy paradigm, he contends that because of the influence of the internal unit of an 

organization has a direct and practical outcome, we need to take into account of the internal unit 

of organization within the marketing function. While the “traditional marketing is aimed at 

matching the needs and wants of an organisation to those of the environment within which it has 

to function,” in the view of political economy paradigm, operational space of an organization, 

the environment, is, in turn, conceptualized as a “focal social unit,” and thereby taking account 

of both internal and external relationships of an organization, a view supported by behavioral 

studies of the firm as well (Flipo, 1986).  

The outcome of such a conceptualization is best illustrated by the account provided by 

Ian N. Lings (2004), a member of Service Marketing Research Group, Aston University, 

Birmingham, UK. The author argues that “services drive competitive advantage” in a market 

where the products are in themselves almost identical, and that “employees drive services.” He 



alleges that most of the studies, on marketing strategies, have focused solely on the external 

marketing, thereby neglecting this important facet of marketing. However, an intense focus on 

internal employees, not just clients, remains crucial in order to make a marketing strategy 

successful. In order to locate the importance of internal marketing, he presents a triad of 

classification of relationships, originally proposed, in 1994, by Kotler:  

1. the relationship between the customer and the company (external marketing); 

2. the relationship between the customer and the employees (interactive marketing) and 

3. the relationship between the company and employees (internal marketing). (Lings, 

2004) 

Flipo’s thesis, published in 1986, also makes use of a similar typology presented above. 

“The total system presents a triangular, bipolar set of relations. The first pole is the external 

market [emphasis added]: its behaviour influences that of contact personnel (4) and the strategy 

defined by the marketing manager (1). The second pole is the internal market [emphasis added]: 

its behaviour influences that of customers (3) and the internal strategy defined by the marketing 

manager [interactive market] (6). The third pole is the marketing function: its strategy influences 

the behaviours both of the external (2) and the internal (5) markets.” Therefore, we can safely 

argue that the importance of the internal marketing as a crucial element of marketing function 

has been long noted by the scholars. So it is important to analyze this concept further and look 

for the implications it can have on the overall marketing strategy. 

Lings (2004) identifies and analytically distinguishes two strands, of conceptualization 

regarding the internal marketing, designated as “process” and “human resource” perspectives. 

The former is, as the author argues, “grounded in the belief that quality is a progressive function 



of the operations in the value chain of the firm, and it is closely related to the process [emphasis 

added] element of the services marketing mix.” The basic premise of this approach to internal 

marketing is that, by increasing the quality of service transactions with internal customers, 

organizations can positively influence the quality of service transactions with external customers. 

This approach holds the view that service transaction with “internal customer,” different 

segments and employees, can have a direct influence on “the quality of service transactions with 

external customers” (Lings, 2004). This line of reasoning, I submit, aligns itself closely with the 

view presented above from the political economy paradigm because of its focus on “internal 

customer orientation,” which deals with the needs, expectations, and obstacles  that arise within 

the space between the ‘internal customers’ and ‘internal suppliers,’ that is, between employees. 

The author delineates another strand, the human resource perspective, which is “grounded in the 

belief that external marketing success is, in part, contingent on the firm having satisfied and 

motivated employees and that creating satisfied and motivated employees is the role of internal 

marketing.” And he relates his own model, internal marketing orientation (IMO), with this 

strand. Drawing on Sasser and Arbeit, Berry, and others, the author states that the performance 

of customer contact personnel are crucial in the register of perception of the customers regarding 

the service, or product, they buy. Therefore, the “focus on customer contact personnel and the 

philosophy of treating these employees as customers of the firm’s jobs is the foundation on 

which IMO is based” (Lings, 2004).  

He argues that “customers base their impressions of the firm on the performance of 

customer contact personnel.” In other words, the service of a corporation is judged by the 

attitudes and behaviors of the contact person who performs as an interface between the 

corporation and the client. Within this context, one can discern why the soft skills, or 



interpersonal qualities, such as “integrity, communication, and flexibility” have become the 

defining criteria for being appointed to a job (Robles, 2012). The fact that these interpersonal 

qualities, besides the hard or technical skills, are now highly valued from the service perspective 

further illustrates the importance of internal marketing orientation which means, as we have 

shown, that a deep focus on the existing employees in order to ensure the quality of the service. 

A quote, taken from Flipo (1986), by G.M. Hostage, interviewed as President of Marriott 

Corporation, captures the importance of a balance between the internal and external marketing: 

"In the service business, you can't make happy customers with unhappy employees".  

In a slightly different light, what emerges, from the internal marketing perspective, is that 

employees become a focus of attention with no less gravity than that of the customers, thereby 

breaking the boundary between the employees and customers. When the conceptual boundary, 

between the employee and the customer, is broken in this way, a corporation has to make sure 

that the employees, like customers, are satisfied in its service. And this can lead to a greater 

degree of involvement, of the employees, therefore, giving rise of the possibility of the greater 

customer satisfaction.  

Historical Perspective 

Let me illustrate the importance of treating employees as customers from the historical 

perspective. Over the past century, both the occupational categories (Wyatt & Hecker, 2006) and 

the nature of the work environment (Solomon, 1993) have changed significantly. Solomon states 

that the globalized nature, of commerce and service, has initiated a new-age of shift-work 

systems which also brings its own sets of advantages and disadvantages. The advantages are 

pretty obvious, that is, the constant flow of goods and commerce all over the globe. However, the 



disadvantageous side is, Solomon argues, that increased fatigue and health issues, and social and 

lifestyle issues of the employees. The author explicates this issue in order to highlight the newly 

added responsibilities of the human resources managers. Reading this case, from the perspective 

we have outlined above, makes us aware of the increased need to deal with personal and lifestyle 

issues of the employees. For tired and worrisome employees mean an obstacle towards realizing 

the full potential of a company, corporations need to be attentive to these issues.   

The author quotes, Martin Moore-Ede, who is the president of Circadian Technologies in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, and author of The Twenty-Four-Hour Society, “As we’ve converted 

our economy and our business to 24-hour operations, we increasingly have expected people to 

operate in circumstances for which their bodies weren’t designed.” For example, people do not 

operate equally well in the night time. Employees, who work at night, run the risk of being 

progressively sleep deprived which can be particularly fatal given the fact that a single mistake, 

in such a digitalized world, can be disastrous.  
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