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INTRODUCTION


Sales are fundamental to every business, of course. Without selling products or services, a business dies. Sales are central to the success of every business. It is no wonder that there are so many books on sales. It is no surprise that there are millions of web pages devoted to selling. It is no shock that software to help you sell more is among the most popular item for computers. Selling information on sales is big business itself.


So, here is another contribution to that vast amount of material on sales and selling. Yet unlike much other material, this book is based on science. Many other sales books are based on the experience of some sales person or a former sales manager. They have written down what worked for them. The problem with that is it might not work for you.


Sales people buy sales book after sales book, desperately seeking those golden nuggets of advice that will help them sell even more than before. Sales people, as you know, are highly competitive and motivated to succeed. They seek out any ideas they can that may well help them sell more than they did last year.


Yet, if the huge supply of information on sales and selling had worked and enabled sales people to sell more than ever, these sales executives would not keep coming back for more. Still, the amount of advice on sales and selling keeps on growing.


Individual advice from sales people who can tell a good story and show how they improved their own sales might spur you on to increased sales. However, the individual nature of the advice means that it only works sometimes.


This book is different. Instead of being based on an individual’s experience it is based on some of the most significant scientific studies on sales and selling that have ever taken place. Within the pages of this book you will find more than 40 significant, research-based studies that form the basis of the advice. Each study has appeared in a peer-reviewed journal, providing it with credibility. Furthermore, the research outlined in this book has involved real companies, real sales people and real customers. It isn’t just theoretical, ivory-tower thinking, which is not related to your real world of sales. Instead, the research in this book is highly relevant since it has been conducted in a real sales context.


Each chapter is based on at least one major scientific study into sales or selling. The context for the study is provided together with a summary of what the researchers did, before the remainder of the chapter explains what that means in practical terms for your sales work.


Unlike other books on sales that are often based on an individual’s theory or on accepted practice, this book is founded on fact and evidence. Within its pages you’ll discover that several so-called ‘facts’ about sales and selling are nothing more than myth. Indeed, this book reveals that much accepted practice in sales and selling is no more than mumbo-jumbo. Companies are losing sales because they insist on using so-called accepted practice, instead of basing their operations on evidence and fact.


This book helps redress that balance, enabling you and your business to sell more as a result of solid research and science, instead of an individual’s feelings and ideas, which amount to no more than ‘gut instinct’.


Inside this book you’ll discover that closing a sale is the wrong thing to do; it does not work. You’ll also find that eye contact, so often taught to sales people as essential in getting a sale, is the wrong thing to do when selling; people dislike it and sales go down if you use it. In the online world of sales you can find plenty of advice telling you that ‘email is dead’. Far from it, the evidence shows that email sales are much more productive than any other element of the online world. When it comes to sales leadership, you’ll find several studies inside this book that show that the motivating, morale-boosting style of sales management so frequently seen in sale offices is precisely the wrong kind of leadership to get more sales. This book also shows you that your business needs more sales training, not less. That’s partly because – as you’ll discover in some more research in this book – most sales operations are not that good at selling. You might think that’s because they don’t have challenging enough sales targets, but then you’ll discover inside these pages that sales targets are frequently the wrong thing to aim for; they can produce fewer sales than you might think.


As we progress you’ll find plenty of so-called ‘facts’ about sales and selling dismissed as mere myth and speculation. True, sales people can increase their selling when targets are set or when sales managers motivate them. But what the research shows is that there would be even higher sales if such things were not in place.


Sales Genius starts with studies that investigate selling methods. It looks at concepts such as ‘consultative selling’ or ‘adaptive selling’. These are two kinds of sales methods that put the customer first. Of course, sales people always claim to be customer-focused, but as you will discover in these first two chapters, customers are much more complex than we might think, so being customer-focused takes much more effort and planning than many sales teams take the time for, thereby reducing their sales potential.


The book then goes on to start dispelling some myths that the online world has helped to emphasize. Direct selling is seen as old-fashioned and out-of-date now that the World Wide Web exists. Yet research shows direct selling is thriving and has a real place in sales; so too does email, which is responsible for selling more than web pages do alone. If you are not selling via email, you are missing out on sales, big time. It simply is not true that people are not buying through email because they are swamped with messages. The research shows quite the opposite – the more emails people receive, the more they buy from them.


One thing that is clear from the online world, however, is that the vast majority of sales journeys begin online. People are choosing cars and houses online, as well as more obvious purchases such as fashion. That has led to another aspect of sales that explodes another so-called ‘fact’. To cope in today’s world of sales it is actually better to be small and targeting a niche than to be a big global player.


The next part of the book moves on to practical sales activities, such as getting appointments or making your way through the gatekeepers to the people you really need to meet in order to get a confirmed sale. However, research on gatekeepers shows they are much more important to sales people than you might think. Indeed, it turns out they can do your selling for you.


Other issues involved in the practicalities of sales include the need to find prospects and whether or not business networking or referrals are of any value. Many referrals, it transpires, are time-wasters. Inside this section of the book you’ll discover what the research shows you should do to be sure of good referrals.


Once you have established some prospects you’ll need to meet them, but many other sales books will tell you to make good eye contact with your customers. Not so, says the research. You’ll also discover in this middle section of this book the other behavioural aspects of selling that are fundamental to gaining more sales. One of the key things here is the fact that the Internet appears to have changed buying behaviour, which sales people need to think about if they wish to make more sales in the ‘real world’. It also means that sales people need to consider the ways in which different ages and genders buy things; research shows that different techniques work better for such people. As an example, Sales Genius shows that certain body positions taken by sales people work really well in particular situations. The book also shows that taking into account neuroscience and behavioural factors become all the more important these days.


While concentrating on psychological factors, this book then points out the research showing that kindness and mindfulness are significant in their capacity to gain sales. Being a hard, pushy sales person is no longer going to win customers, but the research shows that being a good listener and friend is what is needed to make more money.


How, though, do you motivate sales people to do all this? The next part of this book considers how sales people can be motivated. The research throws up some unexpected findings here; money is not the motivator it is often thought to be, neither are sales targets. Having an understanding boss who provides good training is more important than other factors it seems.


Finally, the book considers sales leadership and what it takes to run an efficient sales team. Once again, the research shows that many of the widely accepted techniques can be consigned to history. Far from needing to whip up the troops or to motivate them, what sales people need is caring and understanding and not being pushed hard. Indeed, pushing sales people to achieve appears to work against the company, producing lower sales than when you are kind and supportive.


Throughout this book you will find your ideas about sales and selling challenged. You will discover that there are new ways of thinking about sales that you may not have considered before. You will also find out that much of what you have been told about sales is, frankly, nonsense.


Using the research covered in this book, however, you will be able to find ways to sell more and run a more successful sales team. Sales Genius will open your eyes to ways you can find and gain potential customers, how you can be sure to meet them and offer them just what they want. You’ll then be able to meet them in the real world and use behavioural techniques to attract them to your products and services. You’ll also discover those online considerations that ensure that you don’t let your opportunity slip past. This book will help you do all this while making sure you truly understand each customer, thereby helping you to build better relationships that lead to yet more sales.


If you run a sales team, you’ll discover what you need to do in order to motivate your sales people to win more business and how you need to manage them for success. Ultimately, this book will ensure you lead a sales team using evidence, rather than merely a hunch.


Buying is definitely different these days, Shoppers of all kinds – whether business to consumer or business to business – are much more deeply informed than ever before. Never in the history of selling have customers been so well-read on anything you sell. No longer are you able to get away with giving generalities or not knowing the answer to a customer question. These days, thanks to the Internet, customers often know more than the sales person. That does not help sales take place. A well-informed sales person who clearly knows what they are talking about, is mindful of the customer’s needs, and who is motivated by helping the customer solve their problem is the kind of sales person that people want to deal with these days.


If that’s the kind of sales world you want to excel in, this book is precisely what you need. The research evidence contained within these pages reveals what you need to do and what you can forget. You can put those ‘old wives’ tales’ of sales to one side and use the significant research resources you’ll find detailed in Sales Genius. It will help you and your team sell more and sell at higher profits too.


Dip in and out of the chapters, by all means. You don’t need to read the book from start to finish; but if you do you’ll discover an evidence-based way to increase your sales and make more money.
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	CONSULTATIVE SELLING IS EXPECTED








Customers want sales people to consult, not sell


The Internet has provided us with some huge benefits. You can find out information on almost anything you like. You can buy all sorts of things from all around the world. You can chat with friends on the other side of the planet, free of any charges. Life without the Internet would be so much more complicated.


Indeed, when you think about the Internet from a sales perspective it has created huge possibilities. For instance, you can reach more people, sell more things and find out more about customers so you can entice them to buy even more from you. It has also made sales quicker to achieve, thanks to ecommerce. But for sales people, the Internet has brought with it one extremely significant issue. The Internet has meant that buyers are now more informed than ever before. When people want to buy something they do considerable amounts of research online. They check websites, they read reviews and they ask questions on forums. If that’s not enough they download detailed information, they ask their friends on Facebook for advice and they check out what expert bloggers are saying. The result of all this activity means that buyers are often more informed about products than the sellers.


The Internet has meant that buyers now perceive sales people much more in a support role. The buyer often knows what they want to buy and why. They know the technical details, they know all the options and they understand the pricing structure. All of the traditional things that were done by a sales person are now performed by web pages. The role of the sales person has undergone its most dramatic shift in centuries as a result of the Internet.


Most sales are transactional. A potential buyer needs something and the sales person sells it to them. In subsequent contacts with customers, sales staff simply look for an opportunity to close a deal on another product or service that the client might like. But that transactional role is now largely taken away from sales people by software. Indeed, ecommerce software can even recommend alternatives, upsell and provide suggestions according to the kind of shopper on the website. The place of the sales person has been stolen by the web.


However, sales people still have an important role to play. One of the key issues is that in spite of people being more informed than ever before about the products and services they buy, this information could be inappropriate for their situation. Because purchasers lack depth of understanding, the breadth of knowledge they have nowadays could be misinforming them. Consequently, sales people are increasingly taking on the role of being ‘consultants’ – providing advice, support and analysis to help informed buyers make the right decision. However, consultative selling is nothing new; the Internet just makes it more of a requirement. The question is: are sales people getting the message that they need to change?


In a study conducted in the Netherlands in 1997, bank sales staff selling mortgages were found to be ‘hard sellers’ rather than ‘consultative sellers’. This was in spite of the fact that mortgage-buying is much more a consultative process and that the banks in question had consultative sales processes in place. Of course this was before online selling had taken off in any significant way. However, a study involving 2,663 participants completed ten years later in 2007 found that in spite of businesses largely realizing they needed to be consultative in sales, most of them were not doing so. The research, conducted on behalf of the Sales Activator Company, showed that almost half of the businesses had already established a consultative sales process, but they were not following it. Fewer than one in five companies had a clearly set out consultative sales process that was being used in the business.


However, as John DeVincentis and Neil Rackham pointed out in their book, Rethinking the Sales Force, consultative selling is not always the answer, especially if the customer is seeking a transactional process. DeVincentis and Rackham cite the example of a company in the packaging sector that went to considerable lengths to establish a consultative sales process, only for it to be so badly rejected by the customers that the entire company was sold to one of its competitors who subsequently reversed the sales process into a transactional one. But note the date of this example – it was published back in 1999, only at the very beginnings of the impact of ecommerce on sales.


Nowadays, the Internet is the first place people go to for information on almost anything they want to buy. The transactional sales person has been replaced by the shopping cart. In spite of the advice to always match the sales process to the buyer, the consultative approach is now the increasingly dominant requirement as a result of customer behaviour changes brought about by the web.


The reason for the need to consider consultative selling is associated with the psychology of risk. Purchasing anything involves risk. We risk buying the wrong item or spending too much money. We risk buying from the wrong supplier. As a result, whenever we buy something we are seeking to reduce the risks. In traditional sales environments we do this in a variety of ways. These might include picking up the items we want to buy to get a feel of them. Or if it is a business service, we would want to meet the people intending to provide the service so we could see if we like them and get on with them. Online, much of this risk assessment is conducted by downloading data sheets, talking on forums and checking reviews. It is all part of our desire to reduce the risks.


Research revealed at the 16th International Conference on Human-Computer Interaction, held in Greece in June 2014, showed the extent to which people are seeking further information to reduce their risk of purchase. In a paper presented to the conference on the implications of ‘live chat’ facilities on ecommerce sites, it was shown that people use such systems to reduce their uncertainty about making a purchase. In other words, they use such features on websites to help them reduce risk.


The crucial question, however, is how do such online chat facilities help reduce risk. The answer is that they help the online sales person be more consultative. They ask questions, they provide information and they steer people towards making the right decision for them. Even for transactional websites you can see there are elements of consultative selling that work. Indeed, transactional websites that use live chat facilities tend to have a higher sales conversion ratio than those that do not offer this feature. In a 2013 study by Stratus Contact Solutions of Fortune 500 companies it was found that live chat increased sales conversion rates by 20 per cent. All of those sales chats were, of course, by their very nature consultative.


These days, people tend to know what they want and they have researched it before they even speak to a sales person. As a result, when they do speak to someone who is selling they expect the conversation to be more helpful, supportive and informative, and much less ‘hard sell’. Nowadays, this is a significant way you can help people reduce their purchase risks. As the sales expert Brian Tracy said on his blog in 2012: ‘Position yourself as an unpaid member of the customer’s staff, as a problem solver, helping him or her to increase sales, reduce costs or boost profits. You show that your product or service is actually “free” in that he/she ultimately gets back far more in dollar terms than he or she pays in the first place. This is a vital key to becoming a top sales person.’


What does this all mean in practical terms for sales people? It suggests that you will sell more when you stop trying to sell and that you help purchasers to solve their problems. They already know roughly what they want or need and a sales person’s modern role is to help them find the solution. The Internet has dramatically shifted what people expect of sales staff – but the research suggests that sales people are being slower to react. Helping people to buy, rather than selling to them, is the new maxim. That means doing research, finding out more about your customers and their needs, understanding more about their situation and the competition so that you can provide the right kind of advice, becoming a trusted advisor instead of a sales person. Thankfully, the very tool that purchasers are using to change the role of the sales person is the same thing that sales staff can use to improve their ability to sell consultatively – the Internet.


With the Internet as a primary sales tool it means that sales people can better research their customers, prospects and marketplaces. It means they can gain much more knowledge than ever before, helping them provide even better advice than they could without the Internet. The technology that has shifted the power relationship between company and customer appears to be the very technology that can change that balance back again. For sales people, the Internet is a fundamental tool to provide consultative selling to the vast numbers of web users who already think they know what they want to buy.


So what are the big takeaways here?


•  Solve problems for customers: Consultative sales people are problem solvers for their customers.


•  Conduct web research: Use the Internet to research your customers, their competitors and the marketplace.


•  Customers are not always right: Customers think they know what to buy, thanks to their extensive online research – but they may be making the wrong decisions. Only consultative selling can deal with that issue.


Sources
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	ADAPTIVE SELLING IS VITAL








Listen to your customers and adapt to their needs


People are complicated. No single individual is the same as another – even identical twins have differences. Therein lies a problem for sales people. When trying to sell to someone the reaction is likely to be different every time, because the potential customer behaves differently to the previous one. If you sell to a formula, such as having set prices and payment arrangements, specified delivery systems and no flexibility in terms of options, then you just have to keep trying to sell until you find someone who accepts your intransigence. Many sales people will tell you that they remember years of knocking on doors to be told to go away until they found that one person willing to make a purchase. Ask a seasoned sales person what the ‘secret’ to selling is and they will tell you – ‘persistence’. That reply comes from years of formula selling – having a standardized product and terms that only appeal to certain kinds of people. The sales person has to keep trudging on and on until they find another customer who fits the preconceived bill.


Adaptive selling is different. It takes place in organizations where sales people are empowered to make their own decisions and to adapt to the sales environment in which they find themselves. They can adjust almost anything to suit the specific requirements of the customer. They can take into account the particular context in which the sale is being made. They can also provide flexible solutions to customers, ensuring that what is being sold fits exactly with the needs of the client.


Many sales people believe they are performing adaptive selling, when in fact they are still operating to a formula. For years, sales people have been on training courses helping them to build rapport with a customer and to ensure they only provide them with what they want. Frequently, though, such training simply provides another formula. It might suggest, for instance, how to spot the personality types of customers allowing them to be pigeonholed. Indeed, sales manuals are full of discussions that classify customers into specific types. Sometimes these are given fancy names; other times sales people colour-code each kind of customer and some sales training links a type of wild animal to each customer persona.


The problem is that this kind of approach to sales is attempting to reduce the number of differences between customers down to a manageable group so that each category can then fit into its own formula. Far from helping sales people achieve more selling, these techniques simply provide, for instance, four different kinds of formula sales. If the person is classified as a ‘Red’ category or perhaps deemed to be a ‘Lion’ kind of customer then all the sales person has to do is to trot out the Red or Lion formula. This is not adaptive selling, it is just formula selling, made to look fancy and clever.


Research from Kansas State University showed in 2006 that customers are much more complex than simple categorization allows for. Even though buyers in the study could be grouped into different clusters, the research revealed that buyers often had more than one kind of motivation. For instance, some people in the study were task oriented – they are the kind of people who want to know what to do and to get it done as quickly as possible. These kind of people simply want to know the price, the delivery deadline and so on. The research also found that there are other clusters of buyers, for instance those that want a great deal of interaction with the sales person. But the research also showed that many people have different degrees to which their behaviour is characterized by the various clusters. So, one person may be predominantly task oriented but also want some interaction. The next person might want slightly more interaction, but also wants some task-oriented information. Prior to this research it had been thought that buyers were one kind or another – task oriented, engagement oriented, and so on. What this Kansas State research found was that it is not as simple as that. Buyers tend to be a mixture of buying styles. That clearly means that sales people cannot pigeonhole them into one category or another. Only by truly adapting to the situation can you possibly hope to sell as much as possible.


There is research that shows that by adopting an approach to sales that is adaptive, increased sales can be created. For example in a study of pharmaceutical sales people, researchers at Pennsylvania State University found that there was a statistically significant link between adaptive selling and overall sales performance. In addition, research from Louisiana State University, cited in the book Neuro-Sell, also found that there were increases in sales performance among sales teams when adaptive selling was used. In other words, there is evidence that shows that when companies use adaptive selling, they sell more.


The most crucial skill in adaptive selling is listening. If a sales person truly wants to adapt to each individual customer then they have to listen to what that customer is saying. This goes beyond what you might call ‘ordinary’ listening. It needs to include truly hearing what the customer says with an open mind. Instead of listening for key words so that there is an opportunity to pitch something, the good sales listener has to hear everything that is said and only then work out what is required. Indeed, according to the Kansas State research, sales people need to use a combination of tactics that works in each specific circumstance. The researchers said that this means identifying buyer cues and then responding appropriately.


For any sales people wanting to offer true adaptive selling it means actively listening to what is said, as well as being aware of body language, facial expressions and tone of voice. It also means being able to think creatively to provide the right solutions for each specific potential customer.


For sales managers this means adaptive selling needs different kinds of people to formula selling. It also means that sales people might need training in understanding body language and increasing empathy towards customers. Furthermore, adaptive selling only works if sales people have considerable product and service knowledge as well as a good memory. They need to be able to tap into just the right piece of information to deal with the specific issues and concerns of the sales prospect. But more than anything it means empowering members of a sales team to think on their feet and make their own decisions. Adaptive selling only works if an organization is prepared to give a sales team considerable freedom. Top-down management and centralized control does not allow for adaptive selling to work well.


So what are the big takeaways here?


•  Adapt when face to face: Adaptive selling is the way to gain increased sales when selling face to face.


•  Focus on listening: Focus on understanding and truly hearing what the customer says. Then adapt your responses to match their specific needs and context.


•  Raise your sales performance: Adaptive selling produces greater sales performance than formula sales.
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	DIRECT SELLING STILL SUCCEEDS








Face-to-face sales still works in the Internet age


In 1949 the first-ever Tupperware® party was held and with it came an entirely new way of selling – the direct sale. The parties were the idea of Brownie Wise, who had been brought into the firm in order to market the newly developed domestic products. She started selling Tupperware® products in home-based parties where women could gather round and see the products in action in a real kitchen. It was a huge success and it gave birth to a phenomenon known as ‘direct selling’, which basically means selling to potential customers directly in their own homes without them having to visit a store. The direct selling movement went on to become a huge success with dozens of companies such as Avon and Herbalife joining in. The most recent sales figures for the Top 10 direct sales firms showed combined revenue of US$44.9bn and average sales growth of 7.5 per cent. Whichever way you look at it, direct sales is a huge and still growing business sector.


Some might think that because of the growth of online sales that direct selling is no longer necessary. But the biggest players in the direct selling arena have incorporated online sales within their direct sales operation. To them, the Internet is in the shopper’s home, so it is still direct selling. Customers do not have to visit a shop or travel to meet someone; instead the products are there to buy, right in the web user’s home. If you agree with that definition it also means that Amazon is a direct sales organization too, with annual sales that are more than double the combined revenues of the entire Top 10 traditional direct sales firms.


The sales data from all kinds of direct selling, whether just offline or offline and online, shows one clear thing – there is a lot of money to be made from direct sales. In spite of suggestions that direct selling has ‘had its day’ the data reveal that the phenomenon shows no sign of abating.


One of the issues of direct selling, however, is the generation of profit. Customer price expectation is relatively low; people assume the costs of a direct sales operation are lower than running a store, hence they factor that into their buying decisions. There is also the issue of peer pressure in the ‘live’ direct sales operation, whereby a group of people at a party can collectively decide not to spend money on the more expensive items. People do not necessarily want to be seen as overtly spending too much, so this puts the brakes on their desire to buy more expensive items. These are the kinds of factors that influence direct sales in the ‘real world’. Of course, such personal issues do not arise with online direct sales. But the widespread phenomenon of getting things free online, together with the expectation that the sales operation is low cost, means there is increasing pressure on profitability in online direct sales.


Research at the Business School at Nankai University in Tianjin, China, found in 2013 that the profitability of direct sales was linked to the relationship between product quality and the returns policy. The study showed a complex relationship between these two factors that people use to determine whether or not they will buy a product, particularly in online direct sales. If a sales organization gets the relationship right between product quality and returns policy then more sales are made and fewer returns arise, leading to increased profitability. But get that relationship wrong and there is an increased rate of return, thereby reducing profitability. While the study only looked at online direct sales, there is every reason to believe that a similar situation exists in ‘real world’ direct selling. People would be more inclined to return products if the returns policy and the quality were poorly related.


The Nankai study found, for instance, that when product quality was high the return rate went down if the returns policy was lenient. In other words, when companies allowed people to return items without much fuss when those items were high quality the chance of return – and therefore the impact on profit – was lower. However, the study also suggested that low-price items need a strict returns policy in order to minimize the impact on profits. Presumably, people are prepared to ‘write off’ their spending on low-cost items if returning them and getting their money back is cumbersome. However, they are not prepared to do such a thing if the item is high priced as a result of being high quality, which is why this study showed that when paying a high price customers expect a lenient returns policy.


Direct selling, therefore, is not just a matter of pitching your products directly in the home of the customer, whether that is face to face or online. Instead, it appears from the Chinese study that it is a complex combination of price, quality and returns policy that helps determine the profitability of any sales made.


Return rates for online direct selling are a significant problem. Nick Robertson, the Chief Executive of the online clothing retailer ASOS, told Reuters in 2013 that a drop of just 1 per cent in the returns rate would add £10m to the company’s profits. The returns rate within the online clothing sector is one of the highest. The industry average is 30 per cent – almost a third of products sold online being returned to the company. Some companies, however, experience much higher rates of return, with the founder of the virtual sizing company Fits.me being told privately by some firms that they have a returns rate of 70 per cent.
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