
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for Fear Less, Sell More

			“I have had the privilege of knowing Tom Stern for over a decade as a friend, author, and search executive extraordinaire. After a very successful career, Tom shares in a very humorous and personal way his sales leadership learnings and experiences in a book that will be extremely valuable for anybody who is directly or indirectly selling products, services, or ideas. Fear Less, Sell More is a must-read for any current and aspiring leaders.” 

			—Ana Dutra, CEO, Mandala Global Advisors

			“I’ve known Tom fifty years and I have never seen anyone work the phone with his mastery. This book gives some real clues to the secret of his success.” 

			—Greg Feldman, Co-Executive Chairman, Wellspring Capital

			“Do you ever struggle with the nagging voice of doubt and fear? We all do. In sales, it can kill your confidence and prevent you from engaging authentically with customers. In Fear Less, Sell More, Tom helps you quiet the voice of fear and step into the most powerful purposeful version of yourself.” 

			—Lisa Earle McLeod, Bestselling Author of Selling with Noble Purpose

			“Tom is an extremely creative sales person and this is reflected in this truly innovative book. I can’t wait to send a copy to every member of my sales team.” 

			—Dr. Michael Burchell, CEO, Middle East, Great Place to Work® Institute  
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Dedicated to the sweet memory of Noah Stern





Foreword

			I first met Tom Stern at a comedy club in New York City in the late ’70s. Among the unknowns at that time were people like Jerry Seinfeld, Larry David, and Andy Kaufman. The first time I saw Tom perform, I knew immediately he would one day become a successful corporate recruiter and write a book called Fear Less, Sell More. Not to be cruel, but that’s one of the harsh realities of show business—you need a combination of talent, luck, ambition, and have to be in the right place at the right time. Miss any one of these and it’s over. The measure of a man is not if he wins or loses, but how he deals with the realities of his situation. Some turn to alcohol or drugs, or something worse. Others pick themselves up and play the hand they were dealt.

			Tom pulled me aside one night and said, “Jay, I think I am better at selling ideas than writing them.” That’s the sort of honest self-assessment you rarely see in show business. I knew of an agency that was opening a West Coast office and thought Tom would be an excellent addition. Knowing comedians and comedy the way he did, he soon became head of the film and television department.

			Oh, he’s still doing shows—only now he does it one client at a time. Maybe he can teach you how to do it too.

			 

			—Jay Leno





Preface

			Anytime you introduce an idea, two friends, or in this case, a book, it’s tricky. You want to create anticipation for what is to follow while simultaneously building rapport and common ground. Establishing credibility is important, but puffery is alienating. It’s a delicate balance. I remember one time I was nervous about a big speech and impressing the audience, so I wrote an introduction that referenced every accomplishment I’d ever achieved. Tone-deaf to how overblown it was, I asked my wife if there was anything I should add to the introduction and she said, “An intermission.”

			A poorly managed ego and its attendant expectations can create anxiety. Anxiety is definitely a double-edged sword. It can paralyze you, stagnating future possibilities, yet those same insecurities can fuel you to climb higher than you ever thought possible. Anxiety can be a curse or a blessing: you can be paralyzed by it, watching possibilities vanish, or fueled to climb higher than you ever thought possible. I’ve been both at different moments in my life and career.

			Reflecting on my long journey with its bumpy lows and its exhilarating highs, I found the sales path in my late twenties was what organized my whole life and gave me an independence I never thought possible. I hadn’t considered sharing that transformation and the lessons that led to it with other sales professionals until I hit an unanticipated milestone—arriving at my favorite movie theater to receive my first senior discount. I realized the time for legacy-building had come.

			My story is odd in its contradictions. On the one hand, I was from a very affluent and powerful family, whose wealth and social standing had enabled extreme entitlement in me as a young man. (More than once I have said, “A carton of milk in the sun for a month would not have been as spoiled as I was.”) Not a sympathetic portrait. Conversely, I had many challenges and difficulties, not of my own making, that paint a picture of isolation, neglect, and terrible insecurity. (In sharing my story, I recognize it is one of privilege, and it does not speak to the trying social and economic times we face today. However, its relevance is authenticity, which I believe is the foundation for all self-knowledge, a governing principle in my philosophy of attaining sales mastery.)

			It seems both my life and career have intertwined two seemingly oppositional elements—confidence and fear. I spent my childhood intimidated by my family’s legacy of success. My great-grandfather, Julius Rosenwald, took over Sears, Roebuck and Co. in its early years, making it a retail behemoth under his stewardship as CEO and chairman. He also pursued a highly impactful philanthropic mission—establishing a system of formal education for blacks in the South with the help of Booker T. Washington. My father, Alfred R. Stern, was outwardly charismatic but an emotionally distant man. One of the founders of cable television, the association’s national chairman in the ’60s, as well as the chairman of Mount Sinai Hospital, PBS, and other prestigious organizations, he ran our family as if it were a business. With its reviews and updates, the dinner table was more like a board meeting than a family gathering, thus his nickname “CEO Dad.” He only wanted to hear about achievement and success; intimacy and affection were not on the agenda. At the end of the meal, he would break down the discussion into a series of lessons and conclusions for the family moving forward, which is why I always said his favorite dessert was apple pie chart.

			Of his three children, I was the most disappointing to him, with no visible talent besides making my mother and sister giggle at inopportune times, and my father was always overly critical of me. Each bad report card brought vehement condemnation. Would my CEO dad call me into his office one dark day and say, “Tom, I love you very much, but I’m going to have to let you go.”? An absurd fantasy, but my emotional reality. This man I admired so much, whose love I so desperately sought, was out of reach. Sadly, my conclusion was as simple as it was devastating: I just wasn’t good enough.

			When each morning, I left our 4,000-square-foot upper East side pressure cooker for the Dalton School—one of Manhattan’s most prestigious institutions of learning—things only got worse. There, my family’s status could not protect me. An ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) dyslexic with the nervous system of a gibbon, I had everything from physical tics to loud, rapid speech. It seemed I could not live up to the family name anywhere. I was unable to focus and listen, and it was clear the Dalton School was not equipped to educate me. In addition to my academic failures, my classmates would not accept me and took great pleasure in publicly mocking me. When I wasn’t being humiliated, I was disruptive, and seemingly spent more time in the principal’s office than in the classroom. Constantly getting in fights and bragging about my class-president-and-star-athlete-brother, Nicky, I had no friends and was desperately lonely. (I tried to joke it all away by telling my favorite teacher that even my imaginary friend wouldn’t return my calls.)

			I came home defeated every day, only to incur further judgment each night. My bedroom was my only sanctuary. It was there that I withdrew into a fantasy world, rocking on my bed for hours each night, imagining myriad ways I could succeed and show them all!

			Careening toward the vast, deep space of my unconscious, whipsawed by grandiosity and a life devoid of self-esteem, I might have orbited a very empty and destructive place till my future had been extinguished. Fortunately, a candescent light pierced my dark despair. It emanated from my mother’s smile every time I made her laugh. She seemed to intuitively sense that I was starved for support and gave it to me with the constant enthusiasm of a studio audience eagerly responding to a hyperactive applause sign. In her mind, there was nothing I couldn’t do, and she constantly told me so.

			She pushed me toward the arts: writing, singing, and acting. As I explored them all, she only cheered more loudly. Although I was still a melancholy and fragile individual, I found distraction and solace in these pursuits. I became the class clown to distract from my poor preparation. When my history teacher asked me if I knew who Caesar was, I replied, “He invented croutons.” As I was thrown out of class, I could still hear the lingering laughs as I walked away, beaming. I believed all this performing would lead to fame and glory in entertainment, but looking back now, I realize those skills were actually training me to evolve into something I never considered or thought I wanted to be: a world-class salesman. Singing taught me to think of my speaking voice as an instrument, acting gave me a feel for the conscious intention and subtext behind conversations, and writing informed my understanding of the power of messaging through distinctive word choice.

			After graduating college, the only business career I pursued was show business—specifically stand-up comedy. I came up the ranks with Jerry Seinfeld, Paul Reiser, and Bill Maher (then the MC at NYC’s top comedy club, Catch a Rising Star. Bill often brought me on stage). It was thrilling hanging out with these future luminaries after the show at the Green Kitchen on First Avenue, devouring incredibly sugary cakes while trading jokes and stories. I always appreciated being in their company even as I stumbled home every night at two in the morning in a near diabetic coma.

			Unfortunately for me, the party didn’t last. These brilliant talents eclipsed me, rapidly moving up the ladder while I remained earthbound. As painful as the realization was that I couldn’t compete with the best, I had learned so much from this singularly challenging art form. Reading a crowd’s mood and sensibility was like combat training for communication strategies. Facing hostile and heckling audiences was an exercise in courage and improvisation that would help me overcome professional obstacles in the future.

			I pursued writing and producing after moving to Los Angeles, and it was there that I began my sales career in pitch meetings. Selling ideas to Chris Ahlbrecht, the senior vice president of comedy at HBO and the company’s future chairman, built my confidence. When none of my pitched projects made it to the little screen, once again I lost hope. It was here that Jay Leno saved me. I was running out of money and turned to him for help. A mentor to so many in comedy, he was always there to offer sage advice, often with gentle teasing. I had gotten to know Jay when I moved to LA and purchased my first car. Even then the resident expert on automobiles, he approved the stick-shift sports car I selected (thirty-plus years later, whether I talk to him on the phone or bump into him at Whole Foods, he always starts the conversation the same way: “So how’s the Mazda?”). I met him at the Improv on Melrose in 1986. Despondent, I confided in him that I had lost faith in my writing skills. “No one ever produces my stuff. I think I’m better at selling ideas than I am at writing them.” He offered to introduce me to Bob Williams, president of Spotlite Enterprises, the live-performance agency that represented him. “They’re opening a West Coast office and are looking for a head of film and television.”

			I’m not 100 percent sure why they hired me; it may have been to please their number-one client, or because when Bob called me at seven in the morning two days later, I recognized his voice despite only three hours sleep and answered the phone as if I’d had three cups of coffee. They love the hint of infinite energy in showbiz.

			I had finally become a full-time salesman. Daily lunches in Hollywood with producers, studio executives, and casting directors was fun. But the best part was getting the community excited about talent: Customizing each presentation for a very eclectic client base. Framing strengths, mitigating weaknesses, and seeing the buy look in their eye when I had them hooked. Whether I was on the set of a film, in the green room of The Tonight Show, or counseling a budding comedian in my office, I was always building relationships. I would have continued in that role for the rest of my career if the entertainment party culture hadn’t drowned my brain in alcohol and marijuana.

			Getting off the fast track and finding sobriety/recovery was the best thing I could have done. Leaving the industry, I found my way to executive recruiting by starting in the boiler room of a small firm, Princeton Corporate Consultants. Galvanized to raise a family and eager to stabilize my life, I had finally struck gold. The energy and passion I possessed for the art of sales consumed me, and I became Princeton’s number-one producer four years’ running. In 1994, the consulting arm of Price Waterhouse, my largest client, was looking at a giant expansion and offered me the chance of a lifetime. I started my own business, Stern Executive Search, and was their top external recruiter in North America for change integration.

			Over the next six years, I placed more than 150 consultants with them at all levels and became a seven-figure earner. Along the way, I added clients like Deloitte, Ernst & Young, IBM, McKinsey, BCG, Bain, Sutherland Global Services, and many others. I rose to the top 5 percent of sole proprietors in the industry. A lot of it was luck, the tried-and-true cliché of being in the right place at the right time, but in deconstructing my career, my productivity also hinged on the skills I had garnered from my creative experiences. They were my foundation for selling success. After all, I didn’t have an MBA or corporate sales training from a leading company. What I did have was the joy of applying creative instincts to a business process, specifically the art of influence and persuasion. Over the last thirty-one years, my career has become more than a pursuit of money or a transaction to be added to the ledger; it’s an avenue to enjoy business relationships all over the world in a way that I had never been able to do with the kids in school or my workaholic father. (Ironically, as my success ascended, my father jumped on board with advice and encouragement—we finally found common ground and came full circle.)

			I have shared meeting rooms with executives from the finest companies in the world. Harvard, Yale, and Princeton grads intimidated me the first few years. But this time, my childhood insecurities didn’t defeat me. This time, my anxiety abated as I found resilience. Rather than being swallowed up by fear, I focused on my senses, my imagination, my love of language, and saw every sales situation as an adventure, a performance where I could be my best self.

			Not that it matters, but the following fable is inspired by a true story. So as you read, it should be clear that much of its substance has a direct corollary to my own experience. Fear Less, Sell More reflects my own gratitude; after a lifetime of struggling to overcome anxiety, I discovered a wellspring of joy in my career. It is my fervent hope that from this simple business tale, you will glean enough inspiration—even if some of the techniques do not resonate with you and not all the suggestions are bullseyes—and you will be energized by the growth and camaraderie of the characters. If I’m right and a pilot light is ignited in your spirit by this narrative, I am convinced that you will walk down the road to greater professional excellence with a little more spring in your step and the sense that it was there all along.

			 

			—Tom Stern

			July 2020





Section I

			Fear Never Sleeps





Chapter 1

			Why You Need to Manage Sales Anxiety

			Meet Chris. Like many salespeople, Chris is successful, not-so-successful, and everywhere in between, and wakes up each morning with a constant companion—the first voice Chris hears every morning:

			Good morning, Chris. The sun is shining and it’s going to be another terrifying day! Are we going to close any deals today? In fact, never mind closing. Are we going to open any? Ha-ha! I kid, I kid. (Not really. This is dead serious.) So. How’s quota looking this month? Will we be able to pay the mortgage by the fifteenth? What about car insurance? Or should we just chuck that and take our chances? What’s the worst that could happen? Oh, remember that spectacular wreck we saw on the freeway last week? How much do you think that would have set us back if we were involved and didn’t have insurance? OK, how much room is left on the credit card? By the way, how big is the credit card bill now? That’s not getting any smaller either, you know. And how’s the kid’s college fund looking? Nah, it’s fine; by the time that comes around, we’ll be homeless anyway. Maybe we can live in a shelter like Will Smith did in that movie. Which reminds me, have we canceled cable yet? Hey, didn’t the boss say she wanted to have a word later this week? What’s that about?

			Chris’s constant companion prattles on this way every morning, through the daily ritual of toothbrushing, coffee-making, coffee-drinking, dressing, first-thing-in-the-morning emails, and even as the day goes on during visits to prospects. Like fifty million Americans, Chris makes a living in sales. And like almost all of them, he struggles with sales anxiety nearly every day.

			This guy doesn’t want to talk to you, Chris. Give it up. Don’t you hear it in his voice? See it on his face? He’s got better things to do. You’re wasting his time and yours. What are you even doing? You should have listened to your father when he said to go into accounting. Or your mother, when she said, “Be a doctor. The world will always need doctors.” No. Didn’t we see a Help Wanted sign at the dry cleaners yesterday?

			It’s a shame Chris can’t get rid of his constant companion, because Chris is a deeply honest, approachable, warm, incredibly likeable, tenacious, and loyal employee.

			Like fifty million Americans, Chris makes a living in sales. And like almost all of them, he struggles with sales anxiety nearly every day.

			Managing that inner voice—the daily chatter of a negative interior monologue—is the toughest part of the job for Chris and for sales professionals in almost every field.

			Fear is real, and it’s based (at least in part) on real-world experiences. Beginning in childhood, we’re told by well-meaning parents that the world is a dangerous place. “Be careful, Son! Don’t take any unnecessary risks, Daughter! Watch over your shoulder! The world is a scary and unpredictable place!” And then some of us grow up and deliberately choose a way to make a living that’s…scary and unpredictable.
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