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Introduction

Boom!

That’s the sound the Yellow Pages make when they’re dropped on your desk. For those too young to remember, the Yellow Pages were huge books, sometimes eight inches thick, printed on bright yellow paper, that listed the phone numbers and addresses for almost every business within a city or county. Businesses paid thousands of dollars to be included in them. They were the business hub of information before the internet, what we used to find anything and everything (to find people, you’d use its sister, the white pages). Everybody had one. The Yellow Pages for a major city could weigh several pounds, which is why I’ll never forget the booming sound it made when my manager dumped one on my desk on the very first day of my very first sales job selling memberships to the Denver Metro Chamber of Commerce.

“Keenan, this is how you’ll find your customers. Begin wherever you want.”

That was about the extent of my training. I had no idea what I was doing, and was scared shitless, even if on the outside I acted confident bordering on cocky. But I was young, and after years of modeling, bartending, and living in glorious tourist destinations like Miami’s South Beach and Vail, Colorado, I knew it was time to get my shit together. I was determined to make something of myself. I started dialing.

One year later, I was the company’s top sales rep. Monthly, quarterly, yearly—I consistently beat everyone’s sales records. How? I’d like to credit my high close rate to my natural charm and persistence, but really, it wasn’t about the close. It was about what I did long before the close, before I even tried to sell. It was about the prospecting.

Every morning I’d start by opening up a customer relationship management (CRM) tool that I’d custom built for myself (without calling it a CRM, as I had no idea what one was). I used an old-school app like FileMaker Pro because software like Act and Goldmine were super new, and programs like Salesforce didn’t exist yet. This is how I’d keep track of my lists of potential customers. I had lists of people I’d called, lists of people who’d agreed to let me snail-mail them brochures containing information about the chamber and how membership would benefit them, and lists of people to follow up with to book meetings. In every list, I made notes about what I’d said if I’d left a voicemail. Once I’d made it through all those lists, it was back to the Yellow Pages to continue making cold calls, just like I’d done on that very first day.

It was a killer prospecting routine, and I did it over and over. It was probably the first time in my life I’d been so disciplined. My technique couldn’t guarantee that every prospect would convert into a paying customer, but it could guarantee that my sales funnel was well stocked at all times, which meant I always had opportunities to talk to people. And it worked because back then, people did something unheard of today: They picked up the phone.

Again, for those of you who can’t remember the days before smartphones, let me break it down. The phone would ring, and though technology like caller ID existed, people would still answer, even when they didn’t recognize the number. A ringing phone sparked intrigue. Who was calling? What did they want? We didn’t call it that, but we’d experience some FOMO (fear of missing out) if we didn’t answer. And in those few seconds between someone saying, “Hello?” and realizing they were talking to a total stranger lay a golden opportunity for someone like me to engage.

Back then, I could make 40-60 calls in one day and get a 70% connect rate (not that we talked about “connect rates” or used them as a metric; when almost everyone answers, you don’t worry about who doesn’t). When people pick up the phone 70% of the time, you have room to make mistakes. You can try different approaches and see what works best. If you stumble over your words or accidentally annoy someone, it doesn’t matter because another live person is just a few dials away. Prospecting was a numbers game, and it worked in my favor. All I had to do was explain that the Chamber of Commerce could help them with the things they cared about most—getting more customers, influencing Denver’s economic environment, and creating high-level relationships with the who’s who of the city—and people were willing to talk.


That was 1997. I’d finally found my calling, so to speak. I eventually named my sales philosophy and strategy “gap selling”—because it uses problem-solving to close the gap between what a customer has or is now, and what they think they’ll want to have or be in the future—and built a successful sales career and consulting practice with it. In fact, I published Gap Selling the book, which teaches salespeople how to use my problem centric™ approach to stop sabotaging themselves, earn customer trust, and improve their close rates. A short time after, a man I didn’t know named Will Aitken moved to Canada and started a new sales job. I’ll let him tell you what happened:



What happened is that once again, I heard the same question that had been repeated over the last five years: “Will, are you sure sales is the right career for you?” my dad had asked. My peers had asked. Now, my boss was asking. I couldn’t blame them. From the beginning, my career, if you could call it that, had been a rollercoaster of inconsistent results. I’d have hugely profitable months followed by goose eggs, and big wins neutralized by disastrous losses. I’d never received any real sales training or coaching, and I didn’t know what I didn’t know, so I’d never taken it upon myself to do any research or dive into books, blogs, or podcasts by industry insiders. I was in sales because it was the job you could get when you had a pointless degree and an adventurous spirit that had taken you across four continents since graduation.


As far as I could tell, selling was a numbers game. If I could just talk to enough people and pitch enough stuff every day, with a little luck, I’d close enough deals to keep my job another month. Operating from this sense of constant panic and desperation was an exhausting, stressful way to live. I was newly married, and my wife and I had just moved from Australia, where we’d met, to her native Canada. It was time for a change. I couldn’t answer with confidence that sales was, in fact, the right career for me, but I wanted one more chance to prove myself. To do that, I knew I’d need to switch companies and find a boss who’d be willing to invest in me and teach me to be a better salesperson. In exchange, I’d give the job everything I had.


The problem was that getting a gig like the one I wanted required a strong, consistent sales record and high-levels of experience. I had neither. To even get a shot, I was going to have to fudge my résumé a bit. I did, and it worked. An opportunity opened up at a local software company. I completed the online application, submitted my slightly embellished résumé, and landed an interview with the sales leader. To keep the focus off me and avoid saying too many untruths, I turned the tables on my interviewer and kept up a steady stream of questions. What was he looking for in a candidate? What methodologies did the team use? What customers were the best fit for their product? What resources did he recommend I study if I wanted to work successfully with him? Gap Selling? Never heard of it.



I made it through to a second interview, scheduled for the following week. That night, I purchased a copy of Gap Selling from Audible. I was immediately hooked on the concept of problem-centric selling. No wonder my sales results had been so inconsistent; I’d been doing everything wrong! When I was done, I started over from the beginning, this time taking notes.



On the day of my second interview, the VP of sales and the sales manager asked me to describe my sales approach. I recited almost word for word the formula I’d learned in Keenan’s Gap Selling: Find the problem, identify the root cause, quantify the impact of the problem, and only then offer to provide a solution. It was everything they wanted to hear, and I got the job.



​I felt guilty about bending the truth, but I silently swore I’d make up for it by taking all the coaching I could and applying to my work everything I’d learned from my new favorite book. My new bosses would be so impressed, they’d never have reason to suspect I wasn’t the salesperson I said I was.


Nine months later, I was their star performer, breaking sales records and becoming the first account executive in their history to hit quota six months in a row. Later, during a long night of drinking, I admitted to my boss that I’d lied on my résumé. But by that time I was making them more money than any other sales rep working for them ever had. Today, we’re still good friends.

I credit my performance to three things:


· I dropped my ego so I could absorb and apply every bit of coaching I received.


· I applied the gap-selling methodology to every one of my buyer interactions.


· I developed a killer prospecting routine that I repeated every single day, giving myself a fat, juicy pipeline that steadily fed me new potential customers to try to help.


Now, the year was 2021. I made cold calls, but with fewer people answering their phones, prospecting for new customers was increasingly done by email and social media DMs, especially LinkedIn. Most people hate prospecting, and at first, I struggled as well. But once I refined my messaging and saw what a massive advantage it gave me, I grew to love it and appreciate its power. Every outbound “call” was another at-bat, another chance to get someone’s attention, another chance to apply gap selling techniques and get better at them. Most importantly, the resulting full pipeline allowed me to work from an abundance mindset, not scarcity and panic, which gave me the confidence to not pursue every customer. I could allow myself to disqualify anyone whose problems weren’t suited for the solutions I had to offer, or whose problems weren’t yet causing enough “pain” to compel them to make a change. This meant I could focus all my energy and time on the customers most likely to need my help and solutions. It was the difference between dropping a carefully targeted line into a pool teeming with hungry fish versus casting a net into a big pond that might yield a nice catch or two but was equally likely to dredge up a mess of algae and an old boot.


Since then, I’ve made hundreds of thousands of cold calls and sent an equal number of emails, while running sales teams and selling everything from software and media to advertising and merch. I started creating online content about what I’d learned about sales and what worked for me, frequently giving Keenan a shout-out for developing the philosophy and techniques that inspired me. My brand and profile grew, and I started getting hired to consult with other sales teams to help them improve their outbound results. Even today, I continue to make cold calls, not because I need to but because in a world of such rapid change, it’s important to keep testing my strategies in the current environment to make sure they always work.


Keenan: Love that story, Will. It reflects much of what this book is all about. Ya mind if I wrap it up?



Will: By all means.


You surely see a theme in our origin stories. While we did a lot of other things right, both of us credit our highly successful sales careers to recognizing early that the probability of closing more deals hinged on the quality of our prospecting technique. And you’ve picked up a book on prospecting, which can only mean you’re looking for advice on how to do it better. You’ve come to the right place. We’re here to help. We know how hard it is.

Why We Wrote This Book


While Keenan addressed the issue of prospecting in Gap Selling, the main goal of the book was to outline the gap selling philosophy and show how it could radically improve the way you extract information from your customer during the discovery process and turn it into a sale. There just wasn’t room to give prospecting the detailed attention it deserved. In the years since, however, as the sales landscape has changed dramatically, it became clear that gap sellers needed a strong foundation in gap prospecting—targeted, problem-centric prospecting—to ensure their success. Meanwhile, Will was out in the trenches, rigorously applying the fundamentals of gap selling to the prospecting process, working with over 30 sales teams in various industries, and seeing a 15.6% cold-call conversion rate, over triple the average. So, we teamed up to write this book. It gives Will a chance to share his expertise in the field with a broader audience and Keenan an opportunity to update and refine the prospecting approach he introduced five years ago, adjust it to the new sales realities of today’s market, and expand on the processes that work best.


Not Just for SDRS

We’re not going to say that every seller needs to prospect, but every seller should know how to do it and do it well. You just never know. Even if you’re an account executive with a team of SDRs answering to you, even if you don’t think you’ll ever need to hunt for your supper, it’s always better to be aware of the prospecting environment, what’s working well, and what isn’t. What if your SDRs suck? What if they quit, or you have to lay people off? What if you get a new job that has no SDRs or a powerful marketing team? Be prepared.


There’s also an argument for prospecting even in good times. First, there’s never a more confident salesperson than one with an overstuffed pipeline. Customers can smell desperation from ten miles away. They can smell confidence, too. When they sense that you’re approaching them with an abundance mindset—selling because you genuinely want to help, not because you have to—it puts them at ease and builds trust.


Second, gap prospecting can be an important competitive differentiator. There’s never a downside to having more leads in your pipeline than you actually need, with the end result of earning extra commission or growing your business faster than you thought you would. It protects you from any deals that fall through and allows you to be selective about where to concentrate your efforts when you’re more confident about closing some deals than others.

Finally, keeping your gap-prospecting skills sharp helps keep all your other gap-selling skills sharp. The more you practice, the faster you figure out how to ask the right questions, the more in tune you are with your customers, and the more accurately you can diagnose their problems. Gap prospecting makes you a better gap salesperson all around, and probably a better boss to other salespeople.

What You’ll Learn

Our goal is to take the ick out of prospecting. Prospecting today is complex, requiring multiple skills, approaches, tools, processes, and a solid understanding of what it takes to execute across all these elements—but when you’re gap prospecting, it doesn’t suck. We’re psyched to introduce you to gap prospecting and finally give it the attention it deserves.

In Part I of this book, we’ll make sure you fully understand how much the prospecting landscape has changed even in just the last few years, and most importantly, why. In our experience, most sellers are looking for a silver bullet, itching to get to the how but reluctant to slow down enough to understand the why. But the why matters a lot—don’t skip it. And there’s no such thing as a silver bullet; so, it’s time we all stop looking for one. You’ll be at a serious disadvantage if you don’t understand why these gap-prospecting rules exist or work in the first place. We’re all for listening to your gut, but if and when something unexpected sends you off course, if you don’t know the rules, you’ll be rudderless. Understanding why buyers respond to sellers the way they do, and why techniques improve selling outcomes, will keep you in the right mindset and make them easier for you to adapt, make them your own, and execute flawlessly, no matter what happens.

In Part II we’ll get super prescriptive, offering detailed approaches on how to best execute gap-prospecting techniques. This isn’t a high-level, check-the-box book covering outdated, overused clichés and tactics. We’re going deep, and we’re going to give you relevant, proven methods to get buyers to engage and work with you, covering topics such as how to:


· Develop a potent gap-prospecting mindset


· Accurately diagnose prospects’ problems


· Use messaging that actually resonates with prospects


· Find better-fit leads that no one else can


· Make better cold calls


· Avoid and handle objections


· Leave voicemails that aren’t a waste of your time


· Send incredible emails that get replies


· Record sales videos that aren’t cringe


· Use LinkedIn in the right way to avoid burning your brand


· Know how and when to ask for referrals


· Follow up with sequences and cadences that convert


· Make the most of events and trade shows


· Convert inbound leads more often


· Ensure the meetings you book actually show up


· Use pattern interrupts that stand out


· Use technology that will help you be more effective


· Stay motivated and invest your time smartly so you can hit your targets while avoiding burnout


· Understand how AI will change the game and what to consider when using AI


We’re not promoting gimmicks. Gimmicks won’t hold up over time. What we offer are timeless strategies rooted in a foundational understanding of your customers, their status quo, their problems, and how you can make your message feel personal, timely, or relevant. As shared in Gap Selling, a salesperson’s job is to help, not sell. Gap prospecting puts your buyers at ease. When prospects aren’t forced into fight-or-flight mode (we’ll talk about this later), they’re more apt to let their guard down and engage with us. That’s what we want. When we’re perceived as a helpful resource and not a salesperson with an agenda, everything changes. Learning the strategies in this book will supercharge your gap-prospecting results today and allow you to adapt to whatever social or technical changes we see in the future.



PART I




It’s Broken





“The more you interrupt people, the less they trust you.” 
—Seth Godin











Sales is broken—and we broke it.

In our effort to scale, streamline, and accelerate sales, we hardened buyers. We trained them to defend themselves. We eroded what little trust they had left. We replaced relevance with volume, insight with automation, and help with interruption.

We stopped trying to create value. We lost any real understanding of our buyers’ businesses—their goals, objectives, constraints, and vision. We forgot that sales exists to help.

And when salespeople stop helping, they offer no value.

Buyers can’t stand us.

They don’t trust us.

They don’t like us.

So they avoid us—emails ignored, calls blocked, messages filtered—and that outcome is on us.

Until we accept this reality, until we own the damage modern selling has caused, your ability to connect, engage, and earn access will remain fundamentally impaired.

It’s time we wake up.


CHAPTER ONE

The Fundamental Challenge








Oh, man, what does he want? Yvonne clocked the tall, lanky man in the blue polo from a block away. She saw him approach a woman in a sundress, who immediately moved away without turning her head or breaking her stride, making it clear she didn’t want to engage with him. Right behind the girl in the sundress was a man walking his dog. The minute polo-man leaned in as if to say something, the dog walker put up his hand in the universal sign for “stop” and shook his head. Polo-man stepped back. So annoying, Yvonne thought, shifting her green workout bag to her opposite shoulder facing the street and out of reach, should the guy be looking to grab and run. You can’t go anywhere without someone bothering you. By now she was just a few feet away from the stranger. She looked down at her phone, hoping that if she walked quickly and avoided eye contact, he’d leave her alone.


“Excuse me!”

Ugh!

“No thanks!” she said automatically, picking up her pace.

“Wouldyoulikeagiftcard? It’sfree!” Polo-man talked so fast his words were like Scrabble tiles spilling out of their bag.

Yvonne’s instinct to be polite got the best of her, and she looked up from her phone. The guy had a pleasant expression and seemed harmless, and for a brief second, she considered pausing to see what he was holding out in his hand. Then she caught herself and kept moving to put distance as fast as possible between them. “Nothing is free!” she chirped, hoping to let him know that she, at least, was no pushover. Whatever he was selling, she wasn’t buying. It was a relief to finally get far enough away that she could no longer hear polo-man accosting the next victim behind her.


“This sucks!” Trevor blurted under his breath. “I’m giving away money. How can this be so hard?” The stack of gift cards in Trevor’s hands were feeling heavier by the minute. When his boss had told him the sales group would participate in an outbound workshop, he thought that meant sitting through another boring lecture about cold-calling scripts or email campaigns. But the sales coach who’d shown up that morning had a surprise for all of them. Instead of yammering from the front of the room, he handed each sales rep a stack of $50 gift cards. His instructions were simple: Give them away as fast as possible to passersby on the street. The first rep to give away all their gift cards would earn a $200 cash reward. Trevor was pretty sure his eyes had turned to dollar signs like in an old-fashioned cartoon. Sweet! he’d thought, trying not to look smug in front of his coworkers. That money is mine.


Out on the street, he wasn’t feeling so confident. He may as well have been a half-torsoed zombie dragging himself across the sidewalk based on the level of revulsion, defensiveness, and skepticism people expressed at the sight of him. But with thoughts of what an extra $200 could buy dancing through his head, he put on his biggest smile and kept on, undeterred. Stepping forward to grab people’s attention while making sure not to invade their personal space—don’t they know it’s unsafe to walk and text at the same time?—he tried to talk as fast as possible before they could get away so they would understand he wasn’t some creepy slimeball but was actually offering something they surely wanted. “Would you like a gift card? It’s free!” But most kept walking as quickly as they could, pretending they couldn’t see or hear Trevor holding out his gift cards. Some even gave him dirty looks. If they responded with a quickly muttered, “No, thank you,” they also picked up their pace, like they knew that even a little bit of polite acknowledgment made them vulnerable to an interaction they didn’t want to have. For a split second, he thought he might have an opening with a woman carrying a green workout bag, but the minute he made eye contact, she scurried to put more distance between herself and him while calling out, “Nothing is free!”


“This is!” he wanted to yell back, but he knew it would do no good. Everyone’s body language screamed, “Ugh! Stranger danger! Stay away!” Trevor didn’t want to take the time to check to see how many minutes he’d been out there, trying to give the damn cards away, but it was starting to feel too long. He wasn’t in any danger should he fail to get rid of these cards, but the consequence wouldn’t be fun. For while the first person to give away their cards was slated to win $200, the last person would have to make a live cold call in front of the coach and the other sales reps. As the minutes and the passersby mercilessly moved on, Trevor started to sweat. I don’t believe this, he thought. Buyers hate us sellers so much, we can’t even give free money away.


Will was the architect of this prospecting experiment and team-building exercise. You’ll be happy to know that Trevor wasn’t the last person to get rid of his cards, but he didn’t win the cash prize either. The winner made it back empty-handed in two minutes. It took the last person ten minutes to get rid of their cards. But every seller was rejected at least once, and all reported that most people behaved exactly as you probably do when you’re walking down a street and someone looks like they might try to get you to sign a petition, when you’re at the mall and a vendor comes at you with a sample of perfume, or when you’re at Costo and walk too close to the cell phone kiosk.

You might be wondering if the problem was the gift cards. Maybe they were for a new product or service no one had ever heard of, or something that wasn’t all that popular. That’s the thing—there were no strings attached. Trevor and his cohorts were giving away generic $50 Visa/Mastercard gift cards. They could be spent anywhere.

The people on the street were literally turning down free money.

Had these same individuals seen a $50 bill or gift card on the ground, chances are, they would have at least stopped to look a little closer. They might have picked it up to see if it was real, maybe while looking around for a hidden camera. They might have decided to leave the bill or card where it was. Regardless, they would have given it at least a few seconds of their time to determine if it was something of interest. However, these gift cards weren’t on the ground. They were being proffered by salespeople, and everyone knows salespeople can’t be trusted. It had to be a scam, right? The passersby didn’t want to get suckered, and so, most passed.

Normally, Trevor and the other sales reps never prospected face-to-face; like most sales groups, they relied on lead generation providers and platforms, along with auto dialers, to reach out to buyers from the safety of their desks. By forcing them to see how prospects reacted physically to the in-person equivalent of a cold call, Will hoped to expose the fundamental challenge that has bedeviled sellers since selling became a thing: Even if we have something that could be of immense value to our prospects, most buyers’ default response will be to reject it sight unseen. With that lesson learned, the class was now ready to seek solutions, and now so are you.

Why Buyers Resist

Make no mistake, prospecting has always been hard. There are several reasons why humans are naturally resistant to strangers walking up to them for any reason, much less someone who’s interrupting them and whom they suspect is trying to make a buck.

1. It’s biological. We’re naturally wired to avoid strangers, interruptions, and the unfamiliar in general. Lodged in our brains near the base of our skull, the almond-shaped amygdala—fun fact, the word comes from amygdale, the Greek word for “almond”—does its mighty best to protect us. Constantly scanning for threats, it helps manage our emotions and connects them to other parts of the brain responsible for memory, learning, and sensory experience.1 For this reason, our brain’s ability to perceive and interpret other people’s intent, behavior, and emotions is influenced by a combination of factors, such as a person’s individual tolerance for novelty, their gender, their previous experiences, their culture, and the environment or context in which they’re having any given interaction.2 Before we’re aware that we’ve seen a face,3 we unconsciously make snap judgments and threat determinants through facial recognition, as well as through body language, even from a distance4, and even when we’re not fully paying attention!5 In fact, body language is exceptionally good at spreading fear.6 This explains why even from a block away, Yvonne was already picking up signals that Trevor was someone to avoid. While she didn’t consciously register fear, her amygdala, responsible for triggering the body’s protective fight-or-flight response,7 had assessed the threat—uncomfortable but not dangerous, confrontation unnecessary, flight—the best option—and was compelling her to protect herself by moving her bag out of reach, picking up her pace, averting her gaze, and generally steeling herself against an unwanted interaction. Without knowing how to lower Yvonne’s built-in defensive instincts, Trevor didn’t stand a chance. HINT: Read that last sentence again; we’re gonna come back to it. It’s important.


2. It’s cultural. The brain isn’t irrational for being suspicious of salespeople. History is littered with charlatans whose exploits became permanent fixtures in the vernacular, from the original snake-oil salesman, Clark Stanley, to Charles Ponzi and his pyramid schemes, to George C. Parker, who repeatedly “sold” the Brooklyn Bridge, among other public landmarks he didn’t own, to new immigrants,8 inspiring the line, “If you believe that, I have a bridge to sell you.” Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, in literature, theater, and film, salespeople have been depicted as deceitful, aggressive manipulators, stand-ins for greed, and participants in a cruel “system of capitalism.”9 Every big story, like what you’ve read or heard about Enron, Bernie Madoff, and Wells Fargo, and every smaller story, like losing money on a fake Facebook Marketplace sale, reinforces the perception that sellers of all stripes are not to be trusted.


The skepticism runs so deep, sometimes buyers resist even when we try to sell them something they actually admit they need. Will once decided it would be a fun exercise to go door-to-door selling “No Soliciting” signs. He bought a few online and headed to a neighborhood not too far from his own. The people who opened the door would find a friendly guy wearing a white t-shirt that read “No Soliciting” in big black letters, and he’d say:

“Hey, I was chatting with a couple of your neighbors, and they told me they get a ton of sales reps knocking on their door, trying to sell stuff like pest control, solar panels, that kind of thing... Do you get a lot of that, too?”

“Uh...yeah,” they’d say, reading his t-shirt, confused.

“How many would you say per week?”

“Three or four, I guess?”

“Wow, and does that disturb you? Get on your nerves?”


You could see the question in their eyes: Where’s he going with this? But many would reply, “Yeah, it does; I have a baby who naps,” or “Yeah, I work nights, and I’m trying to sleep,” or “Yeah, the dogs go nuts. It’s annoying.”


“A lot of folks on this block have posted signs that say ‘No Soliciting’ to try to prevent these interruptions. Is there a reason you haven’t tried that yet?”

They’d usually say something about just not having gotten around to it. It’s not the kind of thing you remember to put on the weekly shopping list.

Will would then say, “Well, that’s why I dropped by. I spotted you didn’t have a sign yet. Are you open to checking out a couple of the signs I’ve got?” Then he’d whip out a folder full of “No Soliciting” signs in various styles and colors.

One or two were incredulous. “Hang on. You’re knocking on doors to sell…‘No Soliciting’ signs?”

“Yes!” Will would say, delighted they saw the irony. “I’m working myself out of a job here. Would you like one?”

Will thought the whole exercise was hugely entertaining, but not that many people laughed. Despite the fact that he was offering them something they’d just admitted they needed, most were so weirded out at having a stranger appear on their doorstep, they weren’t really paying attention to what he was saying; they just wanted to shut the door. But not all. Will was able to override some of these buyers’ baked-in resistance because he knew things about prospecting and human nature that Trevor didn’t, all of which you’ll learn in this book.

3. It’s at the cellular level. (Or would it be sell-ular? Lol, yes, we’re aware that’s corny, and we’re proud of it.) Bad puns aside, we salespeople trigger the resistance. Yes, us. The sellers. Even the majority of us, who would never defraud anyone. We spark it when we decide to believe that the path to a successful sales career is to sell as fast as possible and at any cost, and we fan the flames when instead of thinking of our buyers as partners, we treat them as prey. Is it any wonder they react to us, whether in person, by email, or on the phone, like we’re predators? The amygdala responds to patterns, and most of the time, the pattern buyers see, consciously or unconsciously, is that sellers aren’t actually trying to help and aren’t working in the buyer’s best interest.


Why Things Got Harder


The biggest obstacle to successful selling used to be that sellers didn’t understand the fundamental rules of the selling game. Without a deep understanding of those rules, they couldn’t land the first “yes” that leads to all the other yesses necessary to close a deal. That’s where Gap Selling comes in. It exposes sellers’ misconceptions and bad habits and lays out the rules, and people who fully embrace those rules and execute them find that they can build an efficient, effective practice, yielding predictable results. In other words, gap selling helps you sell more and better. But today, things are exceedingly more difficult, even if you’ve read Gap Selling, understand the fundamental rules of problem-centric selling, and execute beautifully (though we guarantee that the people who don’t know the rules are struggling more than those who do, so if you haven’t read Gap Selling yet, you should). It’s because we lost access.


How We Lost Access


Thanks to a combination of social and technological factors, such as improved caller ID, call blockers, and society’s shift toward communicating via text, the 70% connection rate Keenan enjoyed in his glory days has dropped to a not-so-glorious 3.9%. Of those 3.9% of people who pick up the phone, only 39% stay on the call for longer than 30 seconds. Of those who stay on the call for longer than 30 seconds, only 12% agree to a meeting. And of those meetings that get booked, only 50% of the prospects show up!10 So let us help you with the math: You need to make 1,000 cold calls just to set two meetings to get ONE opportunity. That’s a LOT of calling to make your number. Eight in ten Americans say they won’t answer phone calls if they don’t recognize the number,11 and Gen Z has decided it’s rude to call at all, especially without texting first, with some using the phone as a phone so rarely, they’ve developed anxiety and “phone phobia.”12 Cold email conversion rates aren’t much better. Depending on who you ask, they’re just 1-5%. We’ve seen even lower.


Buyers invest in tools to avoid us and make our jobs harder, not just because they don’t want to be scammed and spammed but also, in many cases, because they don’t want to be sold to, period. Why should they? If they have questions about a product or service, they can just look it up online. They can see how other customers like it and rate it. They can comparison shop. And they can do it in their own time, at their own convenience, without ever having to engage with us at all. They think they no longer need us.

They’re wrong.


CHAPTER TWO





The Nine Truthbombs 
of Prospecting






Hi, Burt, this is Mandi from Spendless Business Solutions, your go-to procurement platform, calling to tell you about—”


“It’s Curt, and we’re not interested. Thanks. Bye.”

Click.

Mandi leaned forward and squinted at the screen in front of her. Sure enough, it said her contact’s name was Curt, not Burt. She’d put off getting reading glasses for a few years now, but it felt like every month her vision got worse. Terrific. She could be the geriatric of the company, with I’ve-fallen-and-I-can’t-get-up sales numbers to match her granny looks. For the umpteenth time, she wondered if she’d made a mistake leaving Blot, her Uncle Jim’s print company. She hadn’t been a sales star there, either, but she’d been handed a few steady accounts to manage and kept them reasonably happy. Seven years in, though, she was bored and had decided it was time to prove she could succeed someplace where there was no family-tied safety net. Today was her first day at her new job, and it wasn’t going well.


But if there was one thing Mandi knew she had going for her, it was a belief in the power of positive thinking. Next one is it; I can feel it! She inhaled through her nose, shook her head to wake herself up, and plastered a smile on her face as she clicked the button that would connect her to her next call. She’d read that people could hear you smile through the phone and hoped it was true as she heard someone pick up on the other end.


“This is Kelsey.”

“Hi, Kelsey! This is Mandi from Spendless Business Solutions, your go-to, all-in-one platform to streamline your procurement workflows. And I’m calling today because I see you’re the head of procurement over at TreeStar, so I wanted to see if you might be interested in an overview of how we help other procurement heads just like you.”


“I don’t have time for this.” Click.



Mandi’s smile disappeared. Sheesh! So rude!


The next two calls, she didn’t get past her name before she was hung up on, so it felt like triumph when she finally reached someone who told her to email whatever she wanted to tell him, and he’d take a look. Score! Buoyed with renewed optimism, she thought she could smell success when she got through to a Dan in facilities, who allowed her to finish her introductory spiel.

“Hey, that sounds great,” he said warmly, then he added, “But what we have now is working for us. And I have a meeting.”

“Oh.” Mandi thought about pushing back, but Dan didn’t sound like someone who wanted to be convinced. “I totally understand how you feel. Another company in your space felt the exact same, but they found they were able to halve their expense processing times. Why don’t I show you later this week?” 

“Um, yeah, sure. Thanks again. Bye, now.”

Click.


At least he was nice about it, Mandi thought. She looked up at the digital clock on the wall. It wasn’t even lunchtime, and it already felt like she’d been on the phone for days.



We first met Mandi in Gap Selling, when she managed to piss off a CEO named Ted, who had promised his wife he’d get home in time to make dinner, then didn’t because Mandi took up his time with an unnecessarily long-winded and wholly product-centered sales pitch. Unfortunately, she hasn’t learned much since then to make her prospecting go any better than her selling. Maybe it’s not her fault because she was never taught. But you, friends, won’t have that excuse.


As in gap-selling methodology, there are nine indisputable truths about gap prospecting and what’s really happening between buyer and seller when we prospect. If you don’t understand these truths and keep them in the forefront of your mind every day, you’ll be in for a world of hurt. Tape them onto your desk or your monitor and check yourself constantly to make sure you remember them on the occasions when you feel like you need to step back to lick your wounds. It’ll help you take rejections less personally if you can remember that they’re just the nature of the beast. They are:

1. No One Gives a Shit About You

2. People Are Insanely Busy

3. People Hate Being Interrupted

4. Your Prospect Doesn’t Owe You Anything

5. You Trigger Fight-or-Flight

6. No One Ever Wants to Be Sold To

7. Buyers Are Liars

8. People Have Problems

9. Prospecting Works

Truth #1: No One Gives a Shit About You


Or your company. Or your product. Or your service. Or anything even tangentially having to do with you. This was a truthbomb in Gap Selling too, but it’s even truth-bombier when you’re prospecting. When you’re selling, your buyer has given you some level of permission to approach. Not so in prospecting. They don’t know you exist, and even if they do, they don’t care. If they did, you’d have heard from them by now. It’s not like you can’t be found. In two clicks, they can look up your CV, company history, accounts and clients, and social media. If you’re doing social right, in an instant they can know what books you’re reading, what people you’re talking to, what ideas you’re most excited about, and what expertise and perspective you bring to the subjects that matter to them. But they haven’t looked you up, or if they have, for whatever reason they haven’t been compelled to reach out. Keep that in mind every time you send an email, phone call, or DM. The buyer will only care about you, your product, or your service when the time is right and when they believe you can move their current state into a better future state. Until then, they aren’t interested in you. At all. So don’t waste one nanosecond giving them information they didn’t ask for, and focus on giving them the information they need. Later, you’ll learn how to craft the perfect opener that grabs your buyer’s attention and doesn’t let go.


Truth #2: People Are Insanely Busy

The people you’re trying to talk to are already overwhelmed with hundreds of calls, emails, Slacks, in-person meetings, online meetings, and LinkedIn outreaches per day. And somehow, they’re also supposed to get their own work done, manage their teams, write their reports, and prepare their presentations. People barely have time to breathe, much less answer all the virtual knocks on their door. They wouldn’t be able to even if they wanted to. But they don’t want to. They want to get their work done, feel good about what they’ve accomplished that day, and go home. If they wanted to make you part of that, they’d have already reached out and put you on their calendar. They didn’t, yet here you are. Which brings us to…

Truth #3: People Hate Being Interrupted


According to a study out of UC Irvine, most people only work about 12 minutes before experiencing an interruption. Twelve minutes! In addition, after each interruption, they found that it takes, on average, about 23 minutes for people to recover and get back on track with what they were doing.13 People are already struggling to stay on task, and then you come along, and by the very nature of cold outreach, you interrupt them again. When cold calling, you’re breaking the social norm most of us grew up with that tells us that it’s rude to interrupt people when they’re busy. No one likes that. Is it better to send cold emails, maybe? People don’t like those either. Over a decade ago, productivity expert Laura Vanderkam estimated that people could spend as much as 12 hours per year just deleting unsolicited emails. Even with improved filtering services, that number can only have gone up in the years since. Think about it this way: With every interruption, you’re affecting your prospect’s ability to do their job. No wonder they don’t want to hear from you.


So that begs the question: Is there ever a time when people welcome an interruption, even if it gets in the way of their productivity? You can probably think of a few off the top of your head—like an emergency, a fire, or a dangerous weather report; for some of us, it’s birthday cake in the conference room. Obviously, there are times when it’s absolutely appropriate to interrupt. It’s when the well-being, best interest, or peace of mind of the person you’re interrupting will be immediately altered by information in your possession. (This seems a good place to remind you, on our knees, begging you please, to make sure you’re contacting the right person who’s qualified and authorized to make decisions about whatever it is you’re selling.) And the only good reason to interrupt when you’re prospecting is that you’ve identified, or suspect, your buyer may have a problem that’s making them suffer, and you have a solution that will solve the problem. That’s your best bet if you want to be met with intrigue and interest, not irritation.
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