
When to Fire a Customer
1. Prolonged accounts receivable — non-payment of accounts

2. Chronic complainer or overly demanding — never has anything good to say about you or your business. 
In their mind and words, you’re possibly too expensive or the service you provide is never good enough. 
This is a person who is often very demanding and cannot be satisfied.

3. Time eater — These clients make you feel like they want to take up every moment of your day. In essence, 
they want you to be at their beck and call 24-7. Traits of The Time Eater may include: e-mails or calls several 
times a day; insists on being able to reach you at any given moment; frequently cancels or reschedules 
meetings.

4. Deadline deadbeat — A client who repeatedly demonstrates an inability to meet their obligations on a 
timely basis negatively impacts the quality and integrity of the services you provide. Persistent deadline 
deadbeats you can do without.

5. Lying or asking you to lie — Trust and integrity are the cornerstones of a good business relationship. 
Finding out a client has been dishonest with you is a quick road to that relationship’s demise. And any client 
who would try to pressure you into engaging in dishonest or unethical behavior needs to be set straight. 
The good reputation of your business must always be upheld. Unless these clients can be convinced that 
“honesty is the best policy,” you’ll be better off without them.

6. Abusive personalities — These clients may consistently exhibit one or more of the following: 
•	 A short-temper where the least little thing seems to set them off.
•	 Use of foul language.
•	 Insults or screams at staff members; accusing them of being; i.e., incompetent, lazy or stupid.
•	 Habitually slams down phone when they don’t like what they hear.

If you have a client who harasses or verbally abuses staff members, it’s time for them to be shown the door.

How to Fire a Customer
1. Plan It — Never tell a customer, “You’re fired,” especially on an emotional whim. When you’ve identified 

customers who are a drain on business create a plan. Consider: when to fire him/her (at the end of project, 
the fiscal quarter, etc.); where to do it (a neutral location, in his/her office, your offices, etc.), and how to say 
it best.

2. Know your replacement — don’t give actual client names, but say something like, “We’ve recently taken on 
a new customer and due to time constraints, we’ll no longer be able to continue to work with you.”

3. Phase them out — tell them  you are taking the business in a different direction and transitioning away 
from certain projects. Give them a time frame and the time to figure out what they’ll do.

4. Call it like it is — Not all customers will take the hint and go away without asking more. Be prepared to lay 
it on the line, especially if they are contentious from the start. Use polite directness.

5. Explain how you’ll wrap it up — You want to make all the details of how the relationship will end clear. 
Explain the duties that you’ll fulfill — which will be at least everything you are contractually obligated to do. 
Give a hard date and time, and stick to the deadline.

6. Move forward — Some bad customers might suddenly realize just how wonderful you are after you’ve 
decided to part ways. So they’ll promise to change their ways, their terms or how they’ll do business going 
forward. Unfortunately, the chances of that happening are slim. So don’t give in. Your time will be better 
spent focusing on customers who are valuable and appreciate your level of customer service.



How & When to Fire a Customer
Your relationship with your customer should be a win-win, with you providing a valuable 
product or service in exchange for compensation. No client in their right mind would 
want to hold onto a provider who did not perform their agreed-upon service. In this 
same light, there are times when the words and/or actions of a client lead to a significant 
loss on the part of the provider, and continuation of a business relationship cannot be 
justified. This is when it makes good business sense to set these clients free. As hard 
as it is to find customers, I know it may see crazy to suggest you fire a customer, but 
sometimes a customer can get to the point where they aren’t worth your effort anymore 
and we need to be ready to recognize that when it happens. 

When:

1. Prolonged accounts receivable

2. Chronic complainer or overly demanding

3. Time eater

4. Deadline deadbeat

5. Lying or asking you to lie

6. Abusive personalities

Most customers keep your business going. But a few are enemies to progress — and you’ll 
probably be better off without them. Here’s how to tactfully fire the worst customers.

Of course, firing a customer is nothing to take lightly. You have to make sure the 
customers you let go are more harm than good to the company, employees and morale.

“The truth is, bad clients hurt your company a lot more than they help it,” says Michael 
Houlihan, author of The Entrepreneurial Culture: 23 Ways to Engage and Empower Your 
People. “And often, getting rid of them frees you up to do so much more productive work 
toward building your business that cutting one terrible client loose means you can bring 
in several other better clients.”


