
        
            
                
            
        


		
			[image: LivefromCupertino_titlepage]


		


		
			A POST HILL PRESS BOOK

			ISBN: 978-1-64293-170-9

			ISBN (eBook): 978-1-64293-171-6

			Live from Cupertino:

			How Apple Used Words, Music, and Performance to Build the World’s Best Sales Machine

			© 2019 by Michael Hageloh with Tim Vandehey

			All Rights Reserved

			Cover art by Ryan Allen Vincent

			Interior design and layout by Sarah Heneghan

			This is a work of nonfiction. All people, locations, events, and situationsare portrayed to the best of the author’s memory.

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			[image: ]

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			posthillpress.com

			Published in the United States of America

		


		
			To Lisa, one day in 1988, I answered a call on my Motorola DynaTAC (with car kit and quarter wave external antennae) and accepted a position with a crazy little small market share company called Apple Computer. It was destiny and the beginning of a unique journey. Still hidden from me that day was the greater life journey that would be revealed just twelve months later when I got married. Today, though I’m still a diamond in the rough, I’m fortunate to share my life with a beautifully polished gem who, thirty years later, is still with me—unlike the DynaTAC, which thankfully came and went. 

			I owe you my life. You insisted that I get that small spot checked and saved me from a deadly melanoma—and you pushed me when I wanted to quit writing this book. 

			Without you, this book would never have happened, and so consider it yours. Though it can never live up to the love I have for you, it is unquestionably a tribute to it.

			Thank you for the past, and let’s get going with the future.

			I love you
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			PROLOGUE

			What Were Once Devices Are Now Habits

			When I set out to write this book, one of my goals was to see if I could insult fifty million people in one sentence. Here goes. Years ago, before I was excommunicated from New York City and became a resident of Texas (a state so unusual that someone in our town once asked my wife and me if being Jewish was like being Catholic), I lived in Florida, which is so appealing to the unbalanced that when I took the “Florida Challenge” (where you google “Florida man” and your birthday to see what kind of headlines pop up) for April 24, the first result read, “Florida man kisses venomous snake and is immediately bitten on the lips.”

			Mission accomplished. Now, let’s move on.  

			While living in the Meme State, I went to Orlando to attend a conference, and while there I tried to crash a speech by a guy named Daniel Smith, who had written a book called How to Think Like Steve Jobs. Security was tight, and I couldn’t charm my way in with my stories about a monkey and some mayonnaise. But the room was packed. Who was this guy, and what insights about Jobs might he bring to the table?

			Well, I shouldn’t have bothered. I did a little research, and it turned out Mr. Smith had written more than ten books on the “How to think” theme, about icons ranging from Bill Gates to Leonardo da Vinci—people he obviously hadn’t met any more than he’d met Steve. His main qualification seemed to be that he’d been an Apple customer for eight years. Based on that logic, I’m qualified both to practice internal medicine and run a Jewish deli. So come on down to Michael Hageloh’s Primary Care and Pastrami, where you can get medication to lower your cholesterol followed by a meal to raise it!

			Still, there was that auditorium and its wall-to-wall attendees. That’s the power of the Steve Jobs myth and the Apple brand. Ever since “Think Different,” the world has ached to know how Apple did it. What was the secret sauce? How did Apple create the Cult of Mac and become the world’s first trillion-dollar corporation? Then there’s the question every entrepreneur, designer, and would-be startup CEO wants the answer to:

			How can I be more like Steve Jobs?

			You can’t. Sorry. There was only one Steve. How do I know? Because I worked for Apple from 1988 to 2010, making my exit not long before Steve made his own exit due to pancreatic cancer. I worked with Steve’s most lauded customer: educators. I wasn’t in the garage when he and Woz cobbled together the Apple I in 1976, so I didn’t see everything, but I saw almost everything: 

			
					The sad “beige box” days when we forgot who we were and tried to be who everybody else thought we should be;

					The March of the Generic CEOs;

					The near-death of the company, when we were nearly sold to archrival Microsoft;

					Our thrilling turnaround in 1997 after Steve resumed his role as leader;

					The spectacular rebirth—led by the iPod and iTunes—that would one day make Apple the world’s most valuable corporation. 

			

			Am I a designer? An engineer? One of Steve’s right hand men? No. Again, sorry to disappoint you. I’m nowhere near that interesting. For most of my time at Apple, I was part of the company’s Higher Education sales, the line of business that kept the company alive during the dark years. I spent my days calling on colleges and universities all over the country, trying to persuade their departments—from music to physics to athletics to colleges of business—that Apple products would take their students into the twenty-first century. And I guess I did something right, because I closed nearly $1 billion in deals before I packed up my dollies to try my luck with Adobe and a handful of startups. 

			Wait a sec, go back. Apple has enterprise-level salespeople (aka account executives)? Don’t its products, well, sort of…sell themselves?

			Yes, it does. But I don’t blame you for thinking that. After all, that’s what CEO Gil Amelio told us at our annual sales meeting in 1997, when the company was weeks from acquisition or bankruptcy. He said, “Get out of the way. These things sell themselves.” You can imagine how dandy that was for our morale. It’s also dead wrong. 

			If you’re in sales or know anything about sales, you know that no product, no matter how wonderful, sells itself. Second, even products as brilliant and world-changing as the iPhone face headwinds. There are entrenched systems, concerns about things like price points and sales channels, and the fact that truly new and different products scare the bejesus out of some people. Products don’t sell themselves. Salespeople do that.  

			Still, the first part of my tenure at Apple was tough. Our creative mojo left with Steve, and Macs were a tough sell. “No one ever gets fired for buying IBM,” went the conventional wisdom. We were on life support through most of the ’90s. I went home many Fridays wondering if I would have a job on Monday. But I was the only one in my territory who was never laid off, and it was because I didn’t push boxes. I sold myself first, Apple second, and the product third. I practiced the truest version of selling: building relationships based on trust and finding the creative moments that led to one record-breaking deal after another. 

			But you’ve heard all that before. You’ve read sales books about relationship-building and customer relationship management (CRM). You’ve trained on all the systems at seminars that bored you into a coma. Good thing I’m not here to talk about that stuff. I’m here to share the sales story that no one’s ever shared publicly—to walk you behind the scenes of the most iconic, obsessed-over brand in the history of consumer products and answer the question every sales professional wants to know: “How did Apple do it?”

			In a word, it was music. Musicality was in the DNA of nearly everyone who worked at One Infinite Loop in Cupertino, California, in those days. In the ’80s and again in the late ’90s and 2000s, music suffused Apple’s culture. You thought it was a coincidence that it was the iPod and iTunes that brought the company back from the brink? Our employees were musicians, performers, composers, producers, creative rebels, and entertainers. That’s one reason journalist Umair Haque, blogging for the Harvard Business Review, wrote, “Apple is less like a company. It’s more like a band. It makes stuff it loves. It doesn’t care what you think. Not you, critic, nor you, competitor, nor me, analyst, nor you, loyal Apple fan. Not a single one of us. It cares whether what it makes is good by its own standards—good enough to love.”

			That’s right, and that same love and passion for music didn’t stop at design and engineering. It carried over to us in sales. Because selling is more like performing live than any other part of business. It’s just you and the audience in real time, with you trying to make a connection and inspire them to join you on a journey. You’re reading the room, improvising and working without a net, and when you can bring real fire and joy to the performance, you’re at your best. That’s when you love selling, and the customer loves you right back. 

			Steve Jobs was part poet, part lead singer; part dictatorial producer screaming orders from the booth. We were at our best when he was at the front of the room like an orchestral conductor, and when he left the company, he took the music with him. From 1985-1997, Apple was elevator music, Auto-Tune, easy listening—bland and inoffensive. That nearly killed the company. 

			When Steve came back, he instantly revived our dormant musicality and the company with it. That made “Think Different,” the iMac, iPod, iPhone, and iPad not only possible, but made them products that changed the world—products everyone had to have. To put it another way (and to borrow from the title of a great Doobie Brothers record), what were once devices were now habits. 

			But in some ways, those amazing products were a harder sell than the old desktop computers because the unfamiliar requires persuasion. Our job was to make Steve’s vision tangible for people who’d never met him or heard him make his presentations. Turnkey sales techniques—the IBM method, the Xerox method, the Herman Miller method—weren’t going to get it done. 

			Technology wasn’t much help, either. Salesforce.com can give you the facts and figures, but it can’t sense hidden opportunities. It can’t demonstrate emotional intelligence. It can’t dazzle. Apple didn’t even have a corporate Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system until 2006, and when we finally got one, we wrote it in-house. I know, because I was one of many test humans. Today, Apple Retail has turned that CRM into a competitive advantage.

			So how the hell did we do it? 

			The methodology was that there was no methodology. I suppose it would be more accurate to say that our methodology was about who we were, not what we did. If you’re looking for a successful sales methodology, start by asking your top people. They already know what it is because they’re using it. Importing a methodology from outside will just waste time and money and alienate those same stars.

			That doesn’t mean Apple didn’t try to buy sales success. We did. We bought a number of external methodologies from vendors. One was called “Hope is Not a Strategy,” and it lasted a few months. Others fizzled even faster. The engine that not only made Apple sales rattle and hum (apologies to U2) but shaped our legendary culture was our passion for music and our penchant for weaving its elements—rhythm, harmony, storytelling, and so on—into every department and everything we did. That’s why Apple was such a great fit for me.

			Who am I? Oh yeah, we’d better spend a little time on that part of the story. 
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			I was born in Tampa, Florida, the child of two immigrants: one from Germany and one from Hungary. Neither spoke English when they immigrated. My mother emigrated from Germany at sixteen and worked in food service in the Hillsborough County Public Schools for much of my life, so education was always a priority in our small family. I know little about my father, as he passed away when I was two. He was involved in union organizing work for the longshoremen, which is why my parents moved to Tampa—to be near the docks. Apparently, he also wrestled under the name “Lucky Louie.” Mother never spoke much of him except to say (with her classic sharp wit), “Your father said he knew what he was doing, and now look.” I’m not sure I was a planned pregnancy.

			I ended up having the most diverse childhood imaginable, going to schools in Tampa’s Cuban community, then to a mostly black school, and finally, even though we were not Catholic, to a private Jesuit high school (where I learned about, among other things, the rhetorical principle of Eloquentia Perfecta, which will come into play later). It was the perfect upbringing for a future musician, because I was always hearing different rhythms and learning about different cultures. 

			(Mother’s early years were spent working at Wright’s Deli on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. She earned more tips than anyone because she loved people and their stories. Her philosophy was, “I know what I know; I want to know what you know.” Customers would come in for their morning coffee and say, “Where’s Hanna?” I’m sure that’s where I picked up my love for talking to people.) 

			I started playing music on a used Hammond B-3 organ; Jon Lord of Deep Purple was my idol. However, I wasn’t much of a keyboardist, so I turned to percussion instead. I picked up the drums as a kid and, by the time I was a teenager, I was playing in bands and my high school marching band (I was the Oreo center—the white drummer with black drummers to either side of me). My first paying gig came when I was seventeen at the Ritz Theater in Tampa’s Ybor City neighborhood. This was before Ybor became a tourist attraction; back then, it was strip-bar sketchy, and the Ritz was a dive. But a mystery man named Pepe (that’s what the locals called him) gave me a break and paid me fifty dollars, which was promptly taken from me to cover a dinner of black beans and rice at the Columbia Restaurant. I spent much of the evening playing David Rose’s “The Stripper,” which gets into your head like “Let It Go” from Frozen. I loved it. 

			When I turned eighteen and had to fill out my Selective Service form, it was a moment I’ll never forget. It struck me that life could change on a dime; at any moment, you could be called for service and never come back. I realized that I had to do something with my life, and I wanted that life to revolve around music. 

			So I played every kind of gig you can imagine: parties, dances, clubs; you name it. I played disco, funk, and rock and roll. I took studio work. I did everything I could to survive as a professional musician. That also meant taking a job at a radio station, playing music in a 9:00 p.m.–2:00 a.m. slot that I’m sure had an audience of about six people. But I loved it—at least, initially. Radio’s a natural for me; I have that self-deprecating Jewish sense of humor and the gift of gab. Plus, I got to record a lot of the commercials myself and made a $200 talent fee per spot, which was great. Of course, the station charged $500 for my work, which was good prep for life as a musician. 

			But I grew to dislike my radio job. It wasn’t long before I was ready to blow my brains out if I had to play “YMCA” one more time. (Side note: I saw the Village People in a small bar in Miami before they got big, and they closed with “YMCA.” I remarked that it was the worst song I’d ever heard. Karma is a bitch.) I hated sitting alone in a four-foot-by-four-foot booth and talking to the less-than-sane people otherwise known as “callers.” I wanted to be playing music for a live audience, feeding off their energy, not playing other people’s tunes. 

			Then I got this thing called a Macintosh, which let you edit your own audio files. At that time, we were still editing commercials and promotions on tape, but this software called Pro Tools was a miracle. I learned it and started reworking commercials, making them more musical. That was fun! Of course, my program director—my joy-killing nemesis—said, “We’re here to sell ad time, not to make ads better.”

			That was the beginning of the end. I was fired on a technicality, which was fine with me. Along with gigging and radio, I’d been doing roadie work because I was comfortable with technology. I was in the green room at Tampa Stadium one night in 1988, picked up a Wall Street Journal, and saw a classified ad from Apple Computer, Inc. They wanted to hire a Systems Engineer, someone who knew this beta product called Pro Tools and could talk about computers. That was me, so I applied. Apple hired me for the East Coast region based out of the Tampa regional office, and I thought I would be in a recording studio. 

			Nope. Instead, I would be the tech support for two account executives in Higher Education—a tall, great-looking guy named Ray and a guy who looked like Barney Rubble from The Flintstones, Craig. They were a terrific team because Ray was brilliant at opening doors, and Craig was great with the technology. Both were master salespeople. On my first day, I was handed a cassette of music called the “Apple Boogie,” and my musical journey began.

			Our first sales call illustrates so much of what I want to talk about. We met with the provost of the University of Florida in Gainesville—a huge potential customer. He was out of his office when we got there, but there on his desk was the Mac II demo machine. It had a card in it that would let you connect it to an IBM-based 3270 network, the standard at the time. Ironically, that 3270 card, which was part of Apple’s strategy to “fit in” with the computer companies building bland beige boxes, nearly killed us. But on that sales call, it introduced me to two critical ideas that would help Apple become Apple. 
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			I unplugged the provost’s PC and plugged the 3270 cable into the Mac II. Instantly, it was on the network. Then the provost came back into his office, saw me behind his grand desk, and saw the Mac II humming away on the network. He said, “How did this happen?” 

			With the glib arrogance of youth, I said, “It’s magic.” 

			I don’t remember if we made a sale that day, and it’s not important. What is important is the idea of magic and its companion, nuance. In those days, instantly connecting to a network was magic, because no one else did it. Apple always paid attention to nuance, the small details that, when you add them up, make magic. Steve knew that tiny improvements and unique experiences are what take you from great to superior—from “Hey, it works,” to “Holy shit, that’s 
like magic.” 

			During those early days at Apple, Ray (Ray-Jay) introduced me to the power of music and magic in sales. People loved to talk to Ray because he was well-versed, glib, and charismatic. I never once heard him ask for the sale, because he didn’t have to. One of the things that helped him bring that charisma to each meeting was his love of music.

			One time, when we were on the road, I walked into Ray’s hotel room and found him sitting on the edge of his bed, eyes closed, listening to the music pouring out of his Sony CD player and speakers. He listened with his entire body, swaying and lost in the rhythm and melody. 

			I said, “Ray, we have a meeting.” Without opening his eyes, he said, “I know, I’m prepping.” After a while he got up, turned the music off, went to the presentation, and killed it. His music took him to a different place, and he brought that energy to his selling. Nobody ever walked out of one of Ray’s presentations saying he’d just given them specs and prices. They walked out wanting more. He was a master at asking the right questions and showing the customer that he cared. Much of what I used at Apple, I learned from him. 

			When I joined Apple’s Higher Education sales, in my first sales meeting, they handed out little books written and signed by musician Jackson Browne. The book was called 100 Things to Get, and one of the one hundred was, “Buy yourself a Macintosh.” Musicians loved us because we were all about personal passion and creativity. Passion, creativity, nuance, magic—they were why I was able to close Apple’s biggest education sale at the time, to Saint Leo University in Florida, a private Catholic school of about one thousand students. Every student got a computer. It was the first big deal of many. 
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			I’m going to show you how I did it—how Apple did it. I’m the first person to write about Apple from an inside sales perspective. But I’m not just going to tell you how we sold Apple. I’m going to explain why music was so vital to our culture and our sales success, as well as how you can capture some of that magic for yourself as an individual contributor or a leader running an organization. To do that, I’ve stretched the musical metaphor as far as it can go, and then some. 

			The process of going from sitting inside an office in Cupertino to being out in the field, putting on a show for a customer, is the same as the process of bringing music from the rehearsal room to a live stage. In my first draft of this book, I focused only on rhythm because sales has a rhythm of its own. But then I realized that everything that makes live music great—words, voice, harmony, soul—was also there when Apple was at its best. A great salesperson has the same instincts as a great performer of live music: disciplined rehearsal, improvisational skill, staying ahead of the beat, telling a compelling story, and more. 

			I’m going to take you through each of the musical properties that made Apple sales so extraordinary, step by step, from the garage to the live stage:

			
					Rehearsal

					Storytelling

					Listening 

					Words

					Rhythm

					Improvisation

					Soul

					Orchestration

					Magic

			

			I’ll explain how each of those aspects of musical expression came to fruition in Apple’s sales and culture. More importantly, I’ll deconstruct them so you can understand how to find the music in your sales process and or organizational culture. I’ll lay out how and why implementing musicality in your sales is different if you’re a manager or an individual contributor. I’ll also share a lot of stories and examples about how we did what we did at Apple—and yes, plenty of stories about Mr. Jobs. 

			I’m also going to toggle back and forth between speaking to the individual sales professional and the VP of sales or sales manager running a sales department. Some of my advice will be useful for both, while some of it will only make sense for individual reps or management. I trust you’ll figure out which is which. In any case, I think most of the information will be useful for both types of readers, even if it’s not addressed to you. 

			What I won’t do is give you Michael’s Seven Easy Steps to Being a Multi-Million-Dollar Sales anything, because there aren’t any. This isn’t going to be as easy as that. What we did wasn’t about steps and process. It was about heart, wonder, and our determination to take people where they didn’t know they wanted to go and astonish them when they arrived. So don’t expect just-add-water steps or systems. What I’m going to tell you, you’ve got to feel in your bones and your gut like a beat. 

			Not everybody can do that. You’ll have to leave behind nearly everything you ever learned about selling. But if you’ve read this far, you’re probably up for that. So enough of my backstory. Let’s start. I’ll count us in. 

			—Michael Hageloh

			April 2019

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			Rehearsal

			noun

			re·hears·al | \ ri-’hər-səl  \

			A private performance or practice session preparatory to a public appearance

			Examples:

			David Gilmour of Pink Floyd, Prince and the Revolution, Steely Dan

			It’s an old groaner of a joke. A tourist in New York asks a guy, “Hey, buddy, how do you get to Carnegie Hall?”

			The other guy says, “Practice, practice, practice.” 

			The thing is, nobody’s sure where the line came from. I checked with the New York Times, and all they know is that nobody knows. It might’ve been Arthur Rubinstein. It could’ve been violinist Jascha Heifetz. More than likely, it’s one of those lines handed down in Yiddish from somebody’s bubbe. It reached the ears of a reporter and wound up in the New Yorker. It doesn’t matter who said it anyway. What matters is that it’s true. 

			We live in an era that rewards speed. Launch and learn. High-speed prototyping. New businesses ramp up in weeks thanks to cheap cloud computing and minimum viable products, or MVPs. It’s easy to forget that in the race to be first to market, preparation matters. I spent twenty-two years at Apple, and when we were at our best, nothing was rushed. Nothing was left to chance. We had deadlines to hit to get new products to market, especially after Steve Jobs came back and everyone loved us again, but we only released products into the wild after months—years—of endless, obsessive repetition. 

			That’s what allowed the iPod and iPhone to be so amazing. It wasn’t just design and development talent, and it wasn’t magic. It was work. It was rehearsal.  

			Rehearsal is the tedious repetition that turns focused attention into muscle memory and, eventually, artistry. If you’re a musician, or if you’ve ever acted on stage, you know what I mean. I spent years drumming in live shows with rock and roll and funk bands, and almost as much time in the studio laying down tracks for commercials. I know that the early iterations of any tune, when you first try to get the tempo and insert the right rolls and fills, are tedious and frustrating. You start and stop, start and stop, mess up and begin again. That’s the process. In the studio, it wasn’t unusual for us to do ten takes until we were ready to murder the engineer. 

			But that’s what it takes to get to greatness. Again, think back to a school or community play. Even if you weren’t one of the stars, you probably remember the difference between the lead actor’s performance before he memorized his lines and after he had them down cold. It’s the same for an athletic activity like hitting a baseball or swinging a golf club. When you have to focus all your conscious attention on getting the details right, you’re just a machine repeating the same actions. 

			When you master the details and can do them automatically, you can internalize the beat, the notes, the lines and blocking of the play, or the mechanics of swinging a two-iron and make them your own. The action slows down and you can start to bring nuance and subtlety to what you’re doing. You stop being a robot and start being an artist. 

			The ability to do that only happens as a result of tedious, tiresome, let’s-go-through-it-for-the-seventeenth-time rehearsal. I spent thousands of hours (from lessons, to my high school band, to my disco days) in home studios, practice spaces, and garages, fine-tuning rhythms, attacks, breaks, fills, riffs, and performance skills. It was fun, but it was definitely work. But that’s how sound and rhythm become music. If you’re a musician, tattoo this on your arm (or some other body part):

			Quality of a band’s performance = Time spent in rehearsal.

			I bring all this up because music infused everything that Apple did. Our first blockbuster mobile product of the post-exile Jobs era—the one that started Apple’s evolution from a computer company to a world-shaping innovator—was a music player: the iPod. Remember it? You might not, because the iPhone has eclipsed it. But back in 2001, when the iPod debuted, the idea of a sleek MP3 player with a simple navigational scheme that could hold one thousand songs was nothing short of revolutionary. When you added iTunes, which had debuted eight months earlier, it was Mind. Blown.  

			Now, think back to those iconic iPod ads from the early-to-mid 2000s, the ones with young people rocking out in silhouette to color-saturated backgrounds. That’s what music was to Apple when I was there: pure joy. Pure passion. Love. That’s why I connected so perfectly with the company and why I could sell its products 
so well. 

			In the music industry, people use a different kind of language than in corporate America. It’s not about faster-better-cheaper. It’s the language of heart, of what feels right. Apple understood, instinctively or because of Steve’s remarkable instincts, the difference between its products and so many others: nobody needed them to survive. Nobody needs an iPhone, iPad, or Apple Watch. You might want those things, but your kids aren’t going to starve if you don’t have them. Music is the same way. You can love music (or art, or film, or baseball) down to your bones, but you won’t die if you can’t consume it. In order for you to want to buy it and pay a lot of money for it, you have to love it. Crave it. 

			Apple understood that. Everything we did, from our designs to the language we used with customers, was built to touch the heart. We didn’t lead with features and benefits because we knew our customers wanted to feel the passion the dancers in those iPod commercials felt. After all, when was the last time you swooned to a love song where the singer wailed, “Baby, please come back because I like your shoes and you know the Netflix password…”? 

			Music is about heart. Apple was, too. So our sales had to be.

			A few words on…practice:

			Rehearsal and practice are different things. Practice is something you can do in the privacy of your home, standing in front of a mirror. It’s detached from the circumstances. Rehearsal happens in a group, with everyone taking cues from everyone else. You’re an ensemble, synched up in harmony. In selling, rehearsal happens when you’re working with other salespeople, simulating the sales situation, maybe even under the kind of pressure we were while we waited for Jobs to call on one of us to strut our stuff. You should do both, but rehearsal is more important, because it helps you learn to think on your feet. You don’t learn to play “I Feel Good” sitting at home. Remember, pressure makes diamonds.

			Obsessive Attention to Every Detail

			We brought out that heart through rehearsal and disciplined preparation. Not just in product design but in the relationships we built with our customers in sales. With any band, the product that gets people dancing or makes them cry begins in the rehearsal room. It’s the same with any company. 

			Taking time to “get it right” was critical in sales because pre-Steve, nobody in the corporate world was buying Apple products. The thirty-five of us in Higher Education were the lifeblood of the company. We had to bring our A-game; it was a matter of life or death. We had to be the best of the best, so we rehearsed. We were calling on people with PhDs—literally the smartest people in any room—and in some cases, with tenure, they were permanently employed. This is an important distinction between educators and the typical customer, because tenure gave these educators absolute job security, so trying Apple products was no risk. But on the flip side, our business relationships could span years, and everything we ever promised was remembered. We had to know our stuff. We had to be perfect. 

			The only path to that level of excellence was rehearsal—by paying attention to all the small things that the big boys in the C-suite wouldn’t because they thought these things sold themselves. We knew better, and when Steve came back that became especially true because Steve controlled everything. I’m talking the fall of every sparrow. 

			Prior to his return, we were all freewheeling because there was no single vision of what the company was. We made it up as we went along. The moment Steve came back, that ended. He literally dismantled our marketing team and put them into a room with curtains that nobody could see through. Then he drove them like sled dogs: This is the new message; this is the way it’s going to be done. When we finally went out into the field to meet with customers, we could add our own pace, flair, and nuance to the presentation, but the message itself was dictated from on high, and we had rehearsed it down to the words, commas, and pauses. In musical terms, there was a score for every player to follow, and God help you if you changed one note or rest. 

			It helped that at Apple we had terrific copywriters, designers, and production people. Our presentations were the best of the best. We didn’t have the field account executive tooling around in his Ford Taurus, throwing together something just before he met with the customer. Our presentations came down from the powers that be, and we didn’t dare change a punctuation mark. You could argue that it was restrictive and that it quashed the creativity of the sales team, but have you seen Apple’s market cap lately? From a sales standpoint, it worked better than anything that came before. Still does. 

			The Illusion of Effortlessness

			Ceaseless work can make music or selling look easy, but you can’t let yourself believe the lie that it is easy. It’s not. When I joined Apple in 1988, the company was less than nine years old, ramping up its field sales team and expanding into the academic marketplace. At the time, there were regional offices throughout the country—Tampa, Ft. Lauderdale (a stone’s throw from Boca Raton, the birthplace of the PC), Dallas, you name it—but everybody operated independently. I hopped a plane to Tennessee, interviewed with a newly minted “technical manager” there, followed up with a meeting out in California, and got the job.  

			I didn’t have a personal sales strategy or belief system established at some other corporation. I was a musician who liked tinkering. But I bought into the vision, the individualism, and the sense of destiny long before Apple bought into me. When the people in charge said we were going to change the world, I believed it. I was dedicated to making that dream a reality.

			While I was busy mixing and then drinking the Kool-Aid, it was not an ideal time in Apple’s history. Steve had just been ousted and left to start NeXT. New management had taken over, and while they were preaching the gospel that the world was moving towards a focus on innovation, Steve wasn’t the one preaching it. There wasn’t a glittering personal vision standing front and center at the company, guiding everything. It was sort of an “every man for himself” environment that seemed cool—until you tried to get something important done. When I switched to sales, I saw that wasn’t going to work. Not if I and my fellows wanted to close deals and bring in the revenue that was keeping us alive, at any rate. 

			We needed to be conscious about what we were doing, to plan and polish every step. There’s a myth that too much preparation takes away a performer’s ability to be spontaneous and invent something marvelous in the moment, and it’s complete hogwash. It’s a rationale concocted by people too lazy to put in the work. Successful bands rehearse until their fingers bleed. I’ve done it. If you haven’t seen the movie Whiplash, watch it. Watch how Miles Teller’s character, Andrew, practices the drums until his hands literally bleed. That’s what it takes to be great (though I’m not claiming to be a great musician). 

			Endless rehearsal lets you put the essential elements of your sales performance on autopilot so you don’t have to think about them. You can perform and relate and connect without saying to yourself, “Now, what was I supposed to say next?”

			Try something. Take something you’re really good at—typing, bowling, playing piano, whatever. Now, when you do that something, it’s effortless. You don’t think about it; you just do it, probably because you’ve been doing it for decades. But the next time you do it, make yourself think through every step. If you’re typing and you use the hunt-and-peck method like most of us do, put your hands in the technically correct position you learned in school. Keep your fingers curved just so and your wrists elevated. Now, only use the proper fingers to strike each key. 

			Torture, isn’t it? You’re slow and inaccurate, right? That’s because you’re thinking.  

			Thinking too much makes smooth, natural, automatic activity stilted and awkward. What’s worse, because you’re using all your mental RAM to think through your swing or chords or sales pitch, you’ve got nothing left to be creative or adapt on the fly. Rehearsal and practice don’t rob you of spontaneity; they enable it by freeing you to improvise, be creative, and listen. You can pay attention to body language, switch tactics on a dime, bring in nuance, rely on your instincts, and be yourself. 

			The best bands rehearse every week because they know that only when they have every chord, entrance, and turnaround nailed will they feel free to solo and improvise—to be musicians. Preparation is the foundation that lets you customize as you build. A salesperson for an organization that I won’t name once eagerly told me that he had landed a meeting with the Chief Academic Officer of one of the top ten universities in the U.S. That is comparable to a screenwriter getting an audience with Steven Spielberg. If you’re not exhaustively prepared, it’s also a wasted opportunity.

			I asked him what he was planning to talk about, and he started yammering on about a presentation where he would talk about ROI. Just like he always did to every other type of customer. Resisting the urge to grab him and shake him, I kept my cool and asked why he was going to lead with ROI when public universities don’t track return on investment the way a big corporation might, because they’re funded by public funds, research grants, and foundation dollars. 

			Blink-blink. He had no answer. 

			So I shot him.

			I’m kidding. But my trigger finger was really itchy. 

			Rote selling is a guaranteed failure in the education market, in small business, in the corporate world…really in any market, because we live in a world where a customer can go online and find the best price for an item and all its technical specs in the time it takes to heat water for tea. 

			Sales teams that approach everything and everyone the same way are like an American walking through Paris and talking in slow, loud English to the locals. They assume that because they speak this language, everyone else should parlez-vous Anglais too. They aren’t trying to understand the people on the other side of the table. Instead, they’re thinking about getting from point A to point B, focused only on what is important to them, watching their map without looking up to see if everyone is still following along. Most of the time, they’re not. 

			An Annoying Musical Interlude

			In 1970, the Doors were set to record their album L.A. Woman, which would be their last with Jim Morrison as lead singer. But they didn’t record it at a studio owned by their label, Elektra Records. Instead, wanting their own space, they set up a rehearsal space and recording studio in an old antique store on Santa Monica Boulevard in West Hollywood, California. There wasn’t a sonically isolated vocal booth for Morrison to lay down his vocal tracks, so he sang in the bathroom, taking advantage of the natural reverb. 

			The lesson: Make your rehearsal conditions and process your own. Do what works for you and your team and brings out the best in each of you. 

			Will You Be Ready When the Spotlight Lands On You?

			Intense, constant creative brainstorming, planning, and the endless design and messaging iterations for which Steve became infamous were the secret sauce that helped Apple—and my sales department—achieve that brand of quasi-effortless excellence. Everything became intentional; nothing was haphazard or accidental. 

			When Steve came back to lead the company in 1997, he became the symbol and chief practitioner of the obsessive, neurotic preparation that became our hallmark. For example, it was well known inside the company that he spent days—sometimes a week or more—practicing every nuance of his presentations for his audiences, our annual developers conference, and the sales teams. 

			How many executives do that? If you were ever fortunate enough to see any of Steve’s presentations live or online, every single detail—no matter how trivial—had been rehearsed to the point of exasperation. He left nothing to chance even though it might have looked casual and unplanned. He drove technical crews insane with his attention to even the most mundane details, but it was for a good reason. 

			Interesting side note: When Steve visited with the Education Sales division, he gave a very Spartan presentation. Just two stools and some water, without a single slide. In musical terms, Steve was playing a capella—without instrumental accompaniment. Why? I have a theory. This was the leader of the band at his simplest. Without the bells and whistles, it was just Steve making a direct connection to those who would carry his message forward. It 
was brilliant. 

			Steve and I shared a philosophy: rehearsal doesn’t just mean that you’re prepared for a specific event in advance. It also means being ready with knowledge, insights, and strategies so if you’re surprised, you can land on your feet. For example, in every sales meeting that I attended, every person who was customer-facing had to be ready to make an off-the-cuff presentation to our peers, senior leadership, and possibly even Steve himself. The trick was, we didn’t know which one of us the spotlight would impale like a bug on a pin. 

			So we all sat there sweating, hundreds of education salespeople, praying we wouldn’t be put on the spot. It was like being back in middle school math class when you hadn’t done the homework and prayed the teacher wouldn’t call on you. Finally, leadership would tap someone to get up and “sell.” Steve might be in the room, but you didn’t know. For all you knew, you were selling for your job. (If you’re an aficionado of RuPaul’s Drag Race, this was the sales version of “Lip Sync for Your Life.”) At the end, you got a grade. If it wasn’t a good grade…well, you’d better hope it was, or you’d better have an updated résumé. 

			Stressful? You bet. But try performing for your real audience when you’re unprepared. That’s one hundred times more stressful, because it’s all on the line. If you can thrive under those conditions, when the pressure to perform is on, then you’re either in sales, a musician, or both.

			How to Sharpen a Knife with a Butterfly

			Steve and my musical career taught me that anyone who wants to stay on top—a band, a theatre troupe, a corporation—has to keep improving and pushing the boundaries of what’s possible. You do that through practice and rehearsal. Nobody walks onstage improvising, unless that’s what they planned on doing…and even improvisation has rules and methods. In sales and musical performance, you’re always looking for tiny inflection points that can give you an edge. How do you get on stage? How will you exit? Where is the light? Where’s the acoustical sweet spot?

			One of the most enjoyable tours of 2019 was the “Pray for the Wicked” tour by Panic! At the Disco. One of the things that made it so much fun was the performance of front man and lead singer Brendon Urie, and that performance usually kicked off with a stunning entrance. In most venues, instead of just walking onstage, Urie was launched onto the stage through a trapdoor by a hidden trampoline. Yep. You think that took a wee bit of staging and practice? 

			Selling is a show; have you rehearsed? Have you at least looked over what you’re going to say? I’ll ask that of young salespeople at the startups I still consult for, and they’ll wave me off and say, “Michael, I’ve made this pitch a hundred times. I’ve got this.” That’s exactly when you make the mistake that kills you. That’s exactly when you stumble. Happens every time. 

			Being a master at sales means you’re always rehearsing so you can be automatic and instinctive. It means never assuming you know your pitch cold no matter how many times you’ve done it. Great musicians and performers, from Yo-Yo Ma to Eric Clapton, still rehearse every day. That’s how you go from great to superior! 

			You should always be pushing yourself, because you only have two options:

			
					Get a little better each time you get in front of a customer.

					Become complacent and lose your edge.

			

			There’s no middle ground. You can’t run in place and get ahead. Sales is a dynamic profession; you’re either growing and developing or losing ground to the competition. I live by that rule today, and when I was at Apple, it was my guiding star.

			I always had butterflies in my stomach when I got in front of the customer. It didn’t matter how well I knew the product or how many times I’d rehearsed what I was going to say. Even today, when I speak to groups about this book or talk to the team at a startup, even when I’m getting ready to say things I know like the back of my hand, I get jittery. 

			I welcomed those butterflies, and I still do. Why? They keep me—well, I was going to say humble, but I’m really not very good at humility. Just ask my wife, Lisa. No, the jitters prevent me from becoming complacent—or worse, self-congratulatory. They remind me that I can always screw up. So I’m always putting pressure on myself to make my presentation better. I’m always selling, even if today I’m selling myself and my knowledge, not products. 

			You’re always selling, whether you’re selling a product, a service, your ideas, or yourself. You can always be more prepared, more knowledgeable, more rehearsed. There’s no such thing as too professional. 

			Three Kinds of Rehearsal

			But what do I mean by rehearsal? Are we talking about just sitting in a room going over scripts and pitches? Absolutely not. There are three types of rehearsal that any sales team needs to make a habit:

			
					
Technical rehearsal—At Apple, our sales training wasn’t “Five easy things to learn and deliver.” It was about emotion and communication. But that started with going over the technology again and again and again so that we knew every aspect of how these devices were designed and built, how they worked, and what they could do. Add the artful delivery of the message—the song—and you had something powerful. 

Every person on your team should possess an encyclopedic knowledge of what you’re selling. They should be able to take it apart and put it back together while telling a story without missing a beat. A great band is made up of virtuoso musicians who have chops: first-rate technical musicianship. Everybody on the team should be an expert. That’s where rehearsal begins. 



					
Situational rehearsal—This is about knowing everything about how you’re going to approach the encounter with the customer. What are you going to talk about? Be so well prepared that it’s unconscious, so you’re free to riff off of what the customer says or anything that inspires you in the moment. 

This also means knowing your audience down to the finest detail. The Internet lets you prepare in ways you never could before. Build a dossier on everyone who might be in the room during a sales call. If you’re going for the deal of a century, scope out personal details on everyone who might be involved. Invest the time to learn who they are, what they care about, what they fear, what their problems are. How can you be their hero? Go over the information so you don’t miss nuances. 

Apple might have been all about music, creativity, and teaching the world to sing like it was in a Coke commercial (google that too), but in sales we were incredibly structured. When it came to knowing the audience and the presentation, “good enough” wasn’t. I knew that the small details that come from research could be the difference between getting what you want and being just another rep. This still works, by the way. Recently, I was talking to a woman about a project, and I’d done my homework on her, so I said, “What a great profile you have. Cornell and then on to Columbia.” 

She was surprised and delighted. “Wow, you read up on me.”

I said, “Absolutely. You wouldn’t want to talk to me if I hadn’t done my homework, would you?”

“Nobody’s ever said that to me.” Boom. Instant rapport. That, ladies and gentlemen, is how it’s done. That’s how I got Lisa to say yes, and she hasn’t figured it out yet—I mean, we’re still blissfully happy all these years later. 

My suggestion? Walk through every step of your encounter, from before the beginning to after the end: 
	Who will be in the room and their professional backgrounds

	Personal information—spouses, birthdays, hobbies, favorite sports teams

	Company information—how they did in Q3, feared competitors 

	What materials you’ll bring and where you’ll 
carry them

	How you’ll enter the room and start the meeting

	Your presentation—Do things work? Do you have backups?

	How will you respond to critical questions?

	How can you bring value to this unique group 
of people?

	Who’s the decision maker, and what’s the decision-making process?

	How will you close the encounter and exit the room? 

	How will you follow up?





					
“Oh, crap!” rehearsal—No matter how well you prep, things will go sideways. People are unpredictable. Equipment breaks. Once upon a time, my band played a large high school dance, and to create a dramatic effect, we set up concussion mortars and flash pots behind my drum kit. But the powder was expensive, so we didn’t test the pyrotechnics beforehand. Yes, you can see what’s coming, but quit smirking.

We hit the big drum roll in the Commodores’ “Brick House,” and right on cue the flash pots ignited behind me—and so did my shirt! Gunpowder was everywhere: in the Roland drum machine, in my hair, everywhere. We all scrambled to get somewhere that wasn’t on fire, and the commotion left the audience in chaos. We were never invited back. If we’d held a brief rehearsal to make sure the effects went off the right way, things would have gone differently…and I would not have been on fire. 

The “Oh crap” rehearsal helps you keep your cool when the shit hits the fan. Because it will. In person, customers will throw you curveballs. When you’re prepped and the curve comes, you’re not swinging from the heels and missing, then stammering and looking like an idiot. Because you’ve practiced for this. Rehearsal gives you safe spaces to go when the projector breaks or the customer asks you a crazy question. You stay cool and think, Well, I know that Bob got burned by his last vendor, and he’s feeling stressed, so let’s address his concern openly. And you save it.

(Let me just say for the record that if you walk into a sales meeting without the correct dongle to connect your device to the projector, it should be grounds for immediate dismissal. There are standards to be upheld, for God’s sake.) 

What could go wrong? Make a list. Include the likely and the unlikely. For each possible “Oh, crap!” moment, how will you or your team recover so you don’t lose the meeting and the customer? When I was playing a gig or in the studio, I always had extra drumsticks at hand because I could count on losing my grip on a sweaty stick at least once a show. Guitarists keep extra strings and picks close by. Stuff happens. What backups do you need? Spare batteries, paper handouts, or a second cell phone in case yours dies? Pros don’t assume things will go well. Neither should you. 

Do you have a small TUMI bag with dongles? How about an Ethernet cable so you can physically connect to a network instead of relying on what could turn out to be sketchy WiFi? Once, when a substantial deal was on the table, I actually threw down one thousand dollars out of pocket for a dedicated connection in my hotel. The result: a $9 million sale. That’s how we do that. 

Expect the best, prepare for the worst, and hope for something in the middle. 

			

			A few words on…repetition

			The defining trait of rehearsal is doing something over and over until you get it right. But “getting it right” is a little more complex that it seems. Repetition becomes the key to rehearsal when you’re trying something new that makes each iteration different and, hopefully, better. Sometimes, that means hating the person running the show. It means long hours and suffering. It means what you thought was good enough wasn’t. What I can promise you is that with each repetition, you’ll sharpen your perceptions and get better at spotting weaknesses and fixing them before anyone else even notices them. 

			What You Need to Rehearse

			A Common Vision—You can’t have every member of a band playing their own style of music. The drummer can’t be playing a blues shuffle while the lead guitar is playing an Eddie Van Halen riff and the guy on the Hammond B3 keyboard is throwing down some funk chords. You need one goal—one idea that everyone’s on board with. 

			A sales team or a company needs a single vision coming from the top. Without it, you won’t stay on message, and that can cause problems in two ways. First, they’ll ricochet from one approach to another. I saw this when I was at Adobe. The company was desperate to stay on message, but there were no core values driving sales and marketing. One week, we were a creative company. The next, we were a services company. We were selling to the desktop, then we were software as a service (SaaS). We were going to sell institutional licenses on campuses—unless we sold them to individuals. It was a mess. There was no show, so why even rehearse? This led me to a profound realization:

			When you don’t know what kind of company you are, neither will the customer. 

			Nobody buys from an unknown quantity.

			The other danger is that without a guiding principle, your sales team will revert to mechanical, features-and-benefits selling with no heart or storytelling. That didn’t work well back when I was at Apple, and it’s the kiss of death today. Today, in the age of streaming entertainment and on-demand, door-to-door everything, customers feel they’re entitled to a personalized world…and they’re right. If your sales or marketing team can’t give them a show that feels organic and spontaneous while being structured, precise, and goal focused, they’ll find someone else who can. And there is always someone else.

			A Dedicated Space—Every group has its cherished rehearsal space. It’s comfortable, secure, and has what they need to get the job done. It’s like that clubhouse you had when you were a kid. You and your sales team need the same thing. But I’m not talking about a physical space; that could be a conference room. I mean a safe space where everyone can speak freely, float crazy ideas, and screw up without judgment. If you don’t have a space like that, find one. 
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