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‘Full of entertaining stories, personality and a healthy sprinkling of stats, Catalyst is a manual for winning business in today’s economy, and I would recommend it to anyone who wants to grow their client base. Catalyst is brimming with great advice and inspiration, and is the kind of book you will read and then go back to time and again for tips’


— Annette King, CEO, Publicis Groupe UK


‘Catalyst fizzes with actionable ideas. A firecracker of a book to get you blazing a trail for new business from two of the best operators around’


— Julia Hobsbawm OBE, founder and chair, Editorial Intelligence, and author of the bestselling
The Simplicity Principle


‘A must-read — especially post-Covid — for anyone involved in business generation. Entertaining whilst it educates, this indispensable guidebook is a revelation for any driven professional and will definitely put you ahead of the competition — if she hasn’t read it as well. Time excellently well spent’


— Jane Reeve, Chief Communications Offi cer, Ferrari


‘Humour is one of the only things that increases when you share it, as the authors of this immensely good-natured book on the human touch in business know. But I also found myself thinking about plumbing metaphors. May the good Lord spare us from pipeline accelerators, but here you can read and understand how in business, as in life, it’s better to be a radiator than a drain’


— Stephen Bayley, recovering design guru and author of Value: What money can’t buy.
A handbook for practical hedonism


‘An enjoyable and practical asset recommended to anyone who has to develop new business. It nails what it takes to find new clients and be a valued, trusted advisor to them; helping others helps us be more successful’


— Guy Gregory, Executive Director, Client Care and Business Development, CBRE Ltd


‘Accelerate your understanding of how to grow business, fast. Recommended to anyone who dreads networking events: an entertaining and effective guide to oiling the wheels of business without the need to be oleaginous’


— Sophie Devonshire, CEO, The Marketing Society


‘An extremely timely book. Now more than ever we need to understand how to communicate with each other better’


— Rachel Bridge, author of Already Brilliant and How to Work for Yourself


‘Such a refreshing book about such a necessary part of doing business, and something so often misunderstood. Catalyst is a thoroughly enjoyable and helpful read, packed with great examples, stories and tools for how to develop business, and, above all, packed with common sense. And all expressed in a natural and jargon-free way too. Terrific stuff’


— Rita Clifton CBE, portfolio chair and non-executive director
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PREFACE



THIS BOOK WILL CHANGE YOUR LIFE


‘The meeting of two personalities is like the contact of two chemical substances: if there is any reaction, both are transformed.’
Carl Jung


Why this book now? Because now, like never before, we need to be better at business generation: in the brave new world that the COVID-19 pandemic has thrown at us, we need to create all the opportunity we can to rebuild our businesses again. Increasing the number of clients and customers we attract has never been more vital. Those businesses that do it well will survive, even thrive. Those that do not generate new business, or do not do it as well as their competitors, will simply go to the wall. Many have already. This is a brutally testing time for our skills and abilities.


But as we adjust to the new environment, as we climb out of lockdown, as we restart the economic engine of commerce nationally and internationally, one thing above all others will differentiate the successful: the ability to generate new business actively and deliberately rather than haphazardly and by chance. Now, more than ever before, the skills and techniques for getting new customers and clients through our doors – virtual or otherwise – is the single most important factor in personal and corporate survival. We have written this book to help as many people as possible do it well and so regrow their personal prosperity, their enterprises and our economy.


Why are we qualified to write this book? We love business development. We love prospecting for new clients. We love networking and meeting strangers. We, it seems, love all the things that many other people absolutely hate. We have spent our careers helping people to feel the same way about these three things as we do. This book is our attempt to persuade you – the stranger we haven’t met yet – that business development, and all the stuff associated with it, is not only too important to put in the ‘I don’t like it’ box, but that it can also be great fun, very rewarding and, actually, isn’t that hard to do very well. Like anything in life, if you know how to do it properly, and you are willing to practise it a bit, you will start to enjoy it. And if you start to enjoy it, you will start to do it better and better. And as you do it better and better, you will win more and more new business, make more and more contacts, enjoy their company more and so create a virtuous circle that will last you your entire lifetime. Sounds like we’re promising to change your life, doesn’t it? We are, especially if this economic situation has rocked you and your business to its foundations.


Let’s start by looking at why people hate all this stuff so viscerally, because nowadays no one can afford to hate new business generation – it’s not a luxury anyone can afford anymore. There is a lot of rubbish written about new business. It has been turned into a management discipline full of dreadful jargon, an enterprise plagued with overcomplication, characterised by words and phrases that are designed to dress it up as mechanistic, rational and precise. Here are some examples: ‘systemic prospecting’, ‘Customer Relationship Management (CRM)’, ‘data capture’, ‘relationship audit’, ‘pipeline acceleration’, ‘bizmeth’, ‘conversion ratio optimisation’ and ‘business transformation’. These words make it all sound very grown-up, automated even – as if just by pulling the right levers in the right sequence, you will win.


As if that wasn’t enough, ‘business development’ doesn’t have a very positive reputation. It is a synonym for selling – that dreaded activity many people distrust so much. It is perceived to be the domain of the slick, the ‘super-closers’ – fast-talking, gift-of-the-gab merchants who can sell ice to the Inuit. People who pride themselves on being able to clinch the deal at the last minute, spot an opportunity and – bang! – close that sale! People think of business developers (salespeople), as being red-intooth-and-claw, sharks, the wolves of Wall Street. They think of them as people who don’t care what they are selling; they’re just enjoying the next ‘kill’. Predatory, old-school, foot-in-the-door charlatans. Latter-day snake-oil sellers. This is what springs to mind for most people when they think of selling or business development. You’d be forgiven for wanting to run a mile from them.


As for networking, well, don’t get us started. The dreaded ‘networking’ event. The thing so many people have to be forced to attend. An evening of drinking lukewarm white wine and making small talk in the company of strangers, most of whom seem to be enviably adept networkers as they flit between different groups, spreading bonhomie and sunshine to all. Whilst we, the proverbial wallflowers, scan the room desperately searching for the friendly face of anyone we vaguely know, so we can attach to them like a limpet for the rest of the event and avoid having to meet anyone new. Yes, that kind of networking. It doesn’t have to be a taxi ride home filled with relief that you escaped without being spotted leaving, and the self-congratulatory feeling that you have done your duty for another month – even though you met absolutely no one new all night.


There is another way.


In writing a book about business development, networking and prospecting, we have taken two problems head-on. Firstly, we have taken on the prejudice held by many professional people that business development is a dirty, vulgar activity and that chasing new clients isn’t something reputable companies should have to do. Secondly, we have taken on the task of unwrapping the layers of jargon and management-speak that have wrapped themselves around what is actually a very simple human activity: the thrill of the chase.


When we started in this discipline, one colleague summed the first problem up when, on meeting David, who was the company’s first business development director, he exclaimed: ‘Oh, you’re the agency tart then!’ ‘Tart’ is a rather old-fashioned synonym for prostitute. A little earlier in his career, while still a very junior employee at another London firm that was losing clients daily, David made a presentation to the owner advocating that the company actively chase new clients to replace those that were leaving. He spoke about how to do this and about professionalising and resourcing the discipline of new business – something unheard of at the time. At the end of his presentation, David peered to the back of the room and waited for the owner to give his verdict. The verdict was two words:


‘How vulgar.’


The company went into liquidation five months later, costing 324 jobs. This attitude, sadly, still permeates many professions. Whilst many companies have reluctantly created a new business function, it is often staffed with administrators who are unqualified in the industry they represent (law, architecture, real estate, etc.), and so get ignored or sidelined by the practitioners, who dismiss them as second-class citizens.


Jargon and management speak are also dangerous. A lot of books on the subject of business development, a lot of courses taught by business schools, and a lot of training companies selling proprietary business development techniques have vested interests in maintaining the edifice of pseudo-scientific complexity that has been built up around business development. There’s too much academic textbook theory out there and not enough down-to-earth practical simplicity to show how it is really done in the real world.


We will expose this conspiracy of nonsense. It is important to demystify the thrill of the chase so that more people in more businesses can do it better and see that it is not scary or underhand, that it doesn’t require vast computer databases, a plethora of processes, armies of functionaries or the gift of the gab in order to do it brilliantly. All it requires is a willingness to try new things, a bit of bravery, some simple techniques, a bit of preparation, thoughtfulness, practice and the self-discipline to keep going. Basic business, basic human qualities.


Business development is not about mechanics. It is not about pulling levers. Nor is it about pulling the wool over people’s eyes. It is far subtler than that and much more fun. Business development is about catalysing relationships – creating connections between human beings that change worlds. We suspect that professionals clothe business development in the language of management because it makes it seem precise, quantifiable, ordered and scientific, and to make it sound macho for the old-school sales types. Management speak makes business development sound both controllable and dynamic, all about closing ratios and hard financial outcomes. In reality, it is organic and unpredictable. Business development is more about chemistry than mathematics or physics. Business development is about speeding up change. It is about changing people’s circumstances, changing their decisions, changing their partners, changing their suppliers, changing their skills, changing their outcomes, changing their performance, changing their fortunes. It is the art of transforming the most volatile and unpredictable compound in the universe – human beings – from their current state into a new one. And the catalyst for that change is you.


We called this book Catalyst because the catalytic process best describes our view about the role of the business generator, prospector and networker. A catalyst is an agent that is added to a process to make a chemical reaction happen more quickly, without changing the catalyst itself. Our job as a business development catalyst is to be a person whose talk, enthusiasm and energy causes others to be more friendly, enthusiastic and energetic in response. This is the realm of personal chemical reactions: the emotion that two people get when they share a special connection, when they develop a rapport. We are in the business of catalysing the impulse in another person to feel I need to see this person again, because they feel that we ‘click’. By getting this reaction, we create a landscape of endless opportunities. This is the genesis of all successful networking and new business work. It is the foundation upon which every other conversation is built. Do this right, keep it reacting positively, and new business will come. Do this right and your world will change for the better.


This book will lay bare the best ways to catalyse better human relationships and win more profitable new business. Using a combination of illustrative anecdotes, hard-won experience and step-by-step recommendations, we demystify the science and art of business development to help you enjoy it as well as do it more effectively. If we do that, and we help you become a catalyst too, we will have achieved what we set out to do – which really is to change your life and to extend the life of your business.










PART I



CATALYST: WHY AND HOW TO BE ONE











CHAPTER 1



BEING A CATALYTIC CONVERTER


‘Energy begets energy’
Dolly Parton


If you are genuinely good at what you do, you can help people. If you are in the business of client service – and you are, whether you sell cars, power plants, biscuits, fine dining, financial services or education – you have a mission to help as many people as possible.


So why would you leave it to fate to see who turns up at your front door asking for help? Why wouldn’t you want to spread the word, evangelise, make it your business to help as many people as you can? Why keep your brilliance to yourself?


The more new business you win, the more your reputation grows. The more new business you win, the ‘hotter’ you become. Not only do you attract more clients, but you also attract the best talent in your industry and you work on the most interesting problems. You have more opportunities to exercise your skills across the widest possible canvas and you create a virtuous circle of success. More new business begets more new business. It attracts higher-calibre talent and more interesting work, which in turn generates the accolades and awards within your industry, and feeds your reputation for being the best. That reputation gives you another advantage – when you are in open pitch for a new client, your competition is mentally one–nil down knowing they are up against the very best player in the industry who is also at the top of their game.


It is also important because your clients will want to hear what you have to say, and you can charge them more for the privilege. They will listen to you because they know that your advice or product or service is sought by many others whom they probably respect. They will be willing to pay a premium because they know you can pick and choose who you deal with.


To illustrate this, we need to introduce a friend of ours. He is a mediator – a qualified solicitor who helps adjudicate disputes between parties so they can be settled without spending time and money in the legal courts. Let’s call him Mike. Mike told us a story about a trip he took to St Ives, a picture-perfect fishing town on the north coast of Cornwall. Despite its beauty, St Ives is situated on one of the most perilous coastlines in Britain. The indigenous population is close-knit and trades are passed on from one generation to the next. As in all coastal communities around Britain, the local heroes are the lifeboat crews – members of the Royal National Lifeboat Institute, the RNLI. Every one of them is a volunteer and every one of them keeps good their promise to turn out to help any boat or person in distress at sea, whatever the weather and at whatever risk to their own life and limb.


Mike was going down to St Ives to mediate a dispute between a local boat owner and the coxswain of the lifeboat. On its launch down the ramp from the lifeboat station one day, the lifeboat had glanced a blow to a small pleasure boat anchored to a buoy in the harbour. It wasn’t a malicious act; it was just an accident. The collision had caused some damage to the pleasure craft and the owner was threatening to sue the lifeboat coxswain for the cost of repairs. Our friend had agreed to meet the plaintiff in a pub down by the quayside. It was a sunny lunchtime and they took a pint and a table outside in the pub’s front garden. After a few pleasantries, Mike asked the pleasure boat owner if they could see his home from where they were sitting.


‘Absolutely,’ he replied. ‘Can you see that row of cottages halfway up the hill? My house is the second from the end of that row – the one with the white front door.’


‘It looks beautiful. Must have a fine view over the seafront and the harbour?’ observed our friend.


‘Yes – that was why we bought it, for the view.’


‘And what’s it like living in a Cornish fishing village?’


‘We retired here two years ago. It takes a while for people to get used to you but now they all know we’re living here and not just using it as a second home for holidays, people are pretty friendly and welcoming. It’s a real community – they’re all pretty tight with one another.’


‘And tell me,’ continued our friend, genuinely curious, ‘I think I can see you have a little garden gate and wall that separates your house from the street. How far is it from the front window to the little wall with the front gate in it?’


‘Oh, I’d say it’s about twenty feet,’ replied the man.


‘The reason I ask,’ continued Mike, ‘is because, if you continue with your legal action against the local lifeboat, in a town where everyone knows everyone else, and where the lifeboat crew are the local heroes, you’re going to get a brick through your front window from a friendly local who might have had one drink too many on a Friday night. You’re not going to be too popular round here, are you? Is it worth it? Wouldn’t it be better if we could just come to a private arrangement and you drop the charges? If we can all climb down from our high horses for a minute, I’m sure we could sort something out.’


The plaintiff could see the sense in what our friend advised. When the coxswain arrived at the pub a little later, he was able to apologise for the accident, offer to help repair the boat and they were able to settle things amicably and enjoy their pints. And our friend walked off £10,000 better off for a day’s work sitting in the sunshine helping two people who had got stuck. He had been worth listening to because he not only knew the law but he could think laterally to apply his understanding to the specific situation. And he had earned his money – a considerable fee for a day’s work – because he had saved his clients much more than £10,000 if the case had gone to court and because he had enabled peace to prevail in a small community whilst allowing both parties to save face.


In telling you this tale, we have positioned our friend, Mike, as a sagacious dispenser of wisdom and as a counsellor to the troubled. Which is exactly what he did every time he shared this funny story with people – and he did this a lot. (We will be hearing more about Mike later on. He was a consummate catalyst.) His story illustrates better than any case study could his skill at steering through potentially choppy waters towards an elegant solution. Wouldn’t you want such a skilful operator in your corner?


Think of the best work you have done. Think of how you can bring it alive as a story so it illustrates how you do what you do, not in a trumpet-blowy, self-aggrandising way, but as an amusing tale, a good yarn. Underpinning all the best stories is a moral – in this case it was ‘think of the long game, of where your interests truly lie’. For the cottage owner in St Ives, his interests would be best served by keeping a friendly relationship with the lifeboat. How can you show that what you do is done in a way that helps people take better decisions or act in a way that serves their own interests cleverly? A story is so much more persuasive than a case study or a page full of facts or statistics.


After a presentation, 63 per cent of attendees remember stories. Only 5 per cent remember statistics.


(Obviously, only 5 per cent of you will remember this statistic.) That’s why this book is full of stories and not statistics. Statistics are useful if used judiciously, and if they have the wow factor. But a blizzard of stats do not build a relationship. 100 per cent true. 100 per cent ignored in every single business presentation made around the planet.


THE CATALYST MODEL


There are a plethora of sales models out there – just Google ‘pipeline development models’ and watch them all come up. They all make logical sense, and they all extoll rational business acquisition processes which might help you. But, with very few exceptions, they all omit the single quality that will make your pipeline actually work. They leave out the key ingredient: human likeability. The emotional connection you catalyse with the person you are in discussion with – how they feel about you and how you treat them. The chemistry between you both. Whether or not you ‘click’. There are many entirely legitimate pipeline models in existence which show the progression of a prospect through the sales funnel to the final stage – purchase. Far too often these models are built on an understanding of the prospect customer or client as an entirely rational being, making an ‘educated’ purchase decision. For example, one picked at random from the many on the market:




‘The sales rep will convert the lead into a customer if they are able to answer with authority the questions in the sales funnel and convey the match between the lead’s problem and the rep’s proposed solution.’





In other words, providing you – the sales representative mentioned above – have taken the prospect through all the preceding rational steps, if you answer their final questions, the sale will be yours. Hoorah!


Really?


We do not live in a rational world. People do not, in the vast majority of cases, buy rationally. The behavioural economist, adman and TED speaker, Rory Sutherland, has written a brilliant book called Alchemy: The surprising power of ideas that don’t make sense* that demonstrates this beautifully. He factors in something he calls ‘psycho-logic’, and demonstrates with myriad examples how logic does not apply in solving so many problems where human beings are involved, especially their buying decisions. Thank heavens they don’t; it gives all business developers a fair chance. If logic rather than psycho-logic was all that mattered, most businesses wouldn’t be in business very long. People may justify their purchase rationally, and rationality will probably have played a significant role in the purchase process, but more often than not, it boils down to whether they like and trust the person they are buying from. Whether or not you have made them feel that you are genuinely interested in helping them over the entire length of the purchase cycle, however long that cycle lasts. This is what an old client of ours describes as being a ‘diligent farmer’ – a person who patiently tends his crops, looks after them, nurtures them, feeds them, waters them, is there for them through hail, storm, snow and sunshine and brings in a bountiful harvest through consistent, daily care of every living thing on his farm.


The diligent farmer


Diligent farmers are the best model for business developers to adopt. They work consistently. They never slack. They shepherd their flock and steer them from danger. They invest care and attention on each and every one of their charges. Their interests are best served by serving others’ interests brilliantly and, when the time comes, they reap the benefits. Their fortunes depend on creating strong long-term relationships with their customers and producing, every time, a consistently brilliant product, year after year. In return, their customers are there for them year after year. The diligent farmer’s methodology requires huge effort but it works and it is rewarding. There is always a market for diligent farmers.


Be a diligent farmer with your network. Don’t be an amateur, part-time gardener, only out in sunshine rather than in all weathers; and don’t be a pesticide farmer, managing all your relationship seeds by trying to force their pace of growth and gain a reputation for money-grubbing, asset-sweating callousness. People don’t do business long with amateurs or rapacious, self-interested merchants of greed.


The model we subscribe to does have a rational component. And yes, there are sequential steps in the process, which increase the likelihood that the potential client or customer will place their order with you rather than the other person. But the key differentiator that makes the process effective is the sincerity of the operator.


Organisations that don’t do new business properly tend to rely on individualistic salespeople who are good at closing, or on massive, cumbersome, machine-like Customer Relationship programmes. They either work on the basis that when the moment comes – when the potential customer is at the point where they want to buy – the sale will go to the salesperson who best closes the deal; or they place all their faith in the impersonal ‘machine’, believing that if they send enough unsolicited emails, newsletters and thought-leadership papers to new business prospects, and have a high-profile online presence, new clients and new revenues are sure to follow.


These two approaches tend to put a premium either on the ‘red-in-tooth-and-claw’ sales hounds who are motivated by commission, and who know how to turn up the sales pressure in the last few metres of the process; or on the effi cient implementation of an ongoing ‘customer outreach programme’ by a middle-management minion who is usually disconnected from the main fee earners in the business and who places all her faith in spreadsheets. Chances are that the former will use all manner of tricks and schemes to convert that sale: special offers, discounts, added value packages – anything just to get the sale over the line when the opportunity arises. And the latter will spend their whole self-justifying existence updating new business status reports, doing pipeline analysis reports (showing lots of activity but no tangible results) for the board and creating the appearance of proactive marketing whilst running around busily creating pitch and Request for Information documents for practice leaders who see them as a sort of glorified clerk.


Both approaches are wrong. One is a total lottery run by egotistical chancers (think of door-to-door salespeople, for example); the other is a sort of civil service department, which is normally the first to be axed in an economic downturn because it can never point to any actual value creation over and above the production of a self-perpetuating administrative empire (most professional services organisations we have come across are like this model).


Better salespeople – the diligent farmers – don’t rely on being maverick, brilliant gift-of-the-gab merchants or a civil service-style ‘Department of Business Development’. Diligent farmers plant their relationship seeds, nurture each contact personally, keep in touch, try to be uniquely useful in each relationship, stay positive and friendly, wait patiently for the right moment in their contact’s business cycle and then reap the reward when that person is in the frame to buy. It may take weeks, it may take months, it may even take years. The diligent farmer never loses touch, never gives up, never treats someone as just a number on a revenue forecast report or a ticket to a new Ferrari. Therefore, their new business conversion rates are both higher and more profitable.


The simple secret to their success is that they create a relationship with their potential customers that builds cumulatively over time, so that by the time the potential buyer becomes an actual buyer, it is a foregone conclusion that they will buy from the diligent farmer. The diligent farmer already knows everything the potential customer needs and wants. She has been of enormous help giving honest and straightforward counsel over the entire period of the relationship, has learnt all there is to know about this person – their motivations, their requirements, their ambitions, their life story, what and who they hold dear – and has already created a great reputation among the people this potential customer trusts. The diligent farmer has not just promised to do certain things that will help, but has actually done them, and thus, has proven herself to be trustworthy and reliable. In short, our diligent farmer knows how to act in the best interests of the would-be customer and also make them feel that they are acting in their best interests. Contrast this with the commission-remunerated sales-closer who smells blood in the water and circles the would-be customer – with whom they have absolutely no pre-existing relationship – like a predator waiting to notch up another ‘kill’. Or the impersonal bureaucrat who treats every prospective client as an income column on a file management system, to be mailed with generic e-spam or invited to the next lacklustre event in the vain belief that they are nurturing close relationships and accelerating them down the new business funnel.


The model we espouse combines the science of systematic, rational process with the art of being likeable and building trust between human beings. You can be systematic and rational without being likeable and you will have a degree of success in new business, but the quality of your relationships will be transactional and therefore vulnerable to a diligent farmer. You can be immensely likeable, but have no method or system and you will bring in a decent amount of new business sporadically. Combine the two, combine the science and the art, and you will be unstoppable. You will have deep, long-lasting, robust relationships with your clients, which are immune from your competitors’ advances because they are based on trust and validated by delivery. Very, very few people do both. Why? Because they think it takes too long and we need results now. Why do we need results now? Because, more often than not, we turn the new business tap on only when the need for new revenue is urgent. Only then do we realise there isn’t a suffi cient volume of relationships filtering down the funnel to convert enough new business to hit our targets. So we let loose the sales dogs, the predators who can close deals quickly, and we flail about wildly looking for opportunistic scraps to generate income. Meanwhile, the diligent farmer has put their human seed-corn into the top of the hopper and nurtured it through the funnel so that there is a constant stream of potential clients who are not just in the market to buy now, but are predisposed to buy from the diligent farmer – because they’ve been looked after for the last six months, a year, three years, or even decade.


Just like farming, new business is a long game, not a quick one. So start now, if you haven’t already. And never stop. Do it in real life (IRL) and do it virtually, online. Both are tools that help the diligent farmer to farm better. Do this, and you will always have a constant and abundant stream of contacts that will turn into contracts.


Be the diligent farmer, not the sales dog or the spreadsheet bureaucrat. It might be less macho, it might be less glamorous, it might require different skills than keyboard competence, but it will work a lot better, be much less stressful and produce far superior and far more consistent results. It will be easier.


There is another advantage to adopting the diligent farmer model and it’s this: no more cold calls. No one likes making cold calls. With this method you never have to make another cold call in your career. Any calls you do make will be warm, because you will use all the media at your disposal to start and nurture the relationship, because every prospect you will ever want is now reachable anywhere in the world and, most importantly of all, because there is so much information about each and every one of them, you will be able to tailor your message so it is highly personalised and relevant to their situation and personality type.


It is now possible to know many thousands of people simultaneously and in relative depth from the information you glean about them online. A diligent farmer knows every member of the herd and understands them. The diligent farmer knows every inch of every acre of the land, because it serves his and his animals’ best interests to do so. We discuss how to network and prospect virtually in depth in Chapter 20 (p.235). But, in a nutshell, as the world has moved increasingly online, we believe that whilst the technology offers new and more sophisticated ways to connect, catalyse and nurture relationships, the same fundamental rules apply to how people must engage with one another. We have seen entire businesses thrive online and build communities of new clients and customers where no one has ever met face to face. The interface of a screen is not an inhibitor to catalysing relationships, rather it is an alternative to IRL and a wonderful adjunct. Relationships can be built very effectively online – but, as in real life, if the technology is abused, if the intrusion into people’s personal space is overdone, if the approach is too clumsy or inconsiderate, the result will be no sale. In fact, it will be an anti-sale, because you will have made an enemy. Diligent farmers are not in the business of making enemies.


 


________________


* Rory Sutherland, Alchemy: The surprising power of ideas that don’t make sense (London: WH Allen, 2019).










CHAPTER 2



A BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT MASTERCLASS


‘Are you not entertained? Is this not why you are here?’
Maximus, Gladiator


The 18.05 Pullman service to Penzance in Cornwall departs every weekday evening from platform four at London’s Paddington Station. It is the last remaining dining car on the British railway system. If you have a reservation, then you have a first-class ticket. But if, like most of us, you are too mean to pay for a first class ticket but want to be fed in convivial company for the marathon journey to the most south-westerly corner of England, then you arrive on the concourse twenty minutes before departure and wait in line chatting to your potential fellow diners hoping for a seat at the table. Once the tables are laid up the staff open the door and invite on board anyone who has a reservation. Then they seat the savvy customers who have waited; there is always space to accommodate the line. The accidental dinner party has begun.


The accidental dinner party is the finest school for business development in the land. It doesn’t call itself a school, nor will you get a diploma or any other qualification. But several hours after embarking you will emerge at your destination older, wiser, replete and having experienced a masterclass in the art. Although the whole thing has been so effortlessly enjoyable you won’t have noticed that you just sat through a masterclass. It has been fun, interesting, engaging, life-affirming and, as all the best business development is, a game. You will not have noticed, because it has been disguised simply as good conversation.


Once on board, you will be shown to a table either for two people or four people. A table for four is best because then there are three strangers dining with you and not just the one opposite you, as there is on a table for two. If you are on a table for two and your dining companion is a bore, you have a long journey ahead of you. So, you choose a table for four. Seated with you are three other random diners. There is no rhyme or reason to it; it is just first come, first served, and you end up seated with whoever the chief steward has put you next to and opposite. That’s the genius of it. So much of our lives we try to control every aspect of who we are with, to choose for ourselves our companions. But the 18.05 takes away that predeterminism along with any element of choice. You should let it. It needs to be accidental. It is an accidental dinner party. These people are your companions for the duration of the trip.


There is one man who we remember above all others. Mike. Remember him, from Chapter 1? He was a regular on this service and although we sat with him only once, we had the joy and privilege to hear him in action from further down the carriage several times. He was a solicitor, a partner at a practice in the City of London. He was semi-retired and he came up to London from his home in Torquay several times a month. He was also a mediator – a qualified intermediary used to solve disputes between warring parties so they didn’t go to the trouble and expense of going to court. He was an interesting man. A bon viveur and a raconteur. He was also the finest new business developer in the world.


This man was a walking Zen master in how to prospect for new clients. He almost couldn’t help himself. So practised was he that it had become part of who he was, it had become second nature to him. The remarkable thing was he never closed a deal or attempted to hustle, he never spouted about what he did or how he could help or bang on that he had this product or that service. He never proffered his business card. But whenever one of his dining companions moved to get their coats and cases from the luggage rack readying to disembark after dinner, without fail, every one of them would ask him for his business card, usually with a statement like:


‘Thank you so much for a wonderful couple of hours. I’ve really enjoyed your company. I hope you don’t mind me asking, but I would love to get your business card. What we discussed has made me think and I would like to follow up on our conversation. Would that be all right?’


The secret of this man’s brilliance was that he never went after his fellow diners for their business. They always chased after him. How did he get them to do that? Simple. He helped them. He put information that was relevant to each of them into their heads and then just left it there. He let them fill in the gap; he let them identify their own needs.


Whoever he was sitting with, he would find out what they did and who they were. It wasn’t difficult – all those sharing a table swapped information by way of an introduction at the start of the journey. And wine, shared, did the rest. But this man really listened. And over the course of the dinner – usually it lasts at least a couple of hours or more – he would share a little of himself and how he spent his time and maybe tell the odd funny or interesting story, but then he would listen to everyone else and what they did. And for each person he would casually mention that there was a piece of legislation or a new White Paper going through the EU or Parliament which might have some repercussions for that person’s business. It might be worth their while to look it up and just check it out. That was it. Then he would return to the general conversation or tell another story. Without exception they would all get off and want to follow up the conversation with him. He had piqued their curiosity by posing them a potential problem and, by implication, positioned himself as a potential provider of a solution. But it was all implied and never stated. It didn’t need to be explicit.


If you pick apart the elements that make this an exemplary story of sales technique or of how to network or of how to prospect for new business, they are phenomenally simple. But for all their simplicity, they were born out of massive experience, an innate grasp of human nature, a supreme command of his field of competence (the law and how it was applied to numerous industries) and a love of company. We don’t think he was cynical. We do think he shared his knowledge and expertise out of a genuine desire to be of service. But his generosity repaid him generously – every time.


He understood the maxim: if you wish to prosper, first learn to please.


Isn’t it much cleverer to get people queuing to buy what you’ve got than trying to get them to see the world your way and bend them to your will? Isn’t it easier to get people to come to you and not the other way around? Isn’t it sensible to give them enough to make them want more? Most people don’t do this; instead, they overwhelm the person they are ‘targeting’ with too much information in order to get them to see they know everything there is to know about their specialism. The result is predictable – the target is repelled rather than attracted. Pushiness has its place. But in the game of seduction, nonchalance (not being too keen) works best. Ask any Casanova. Make them want more. Hold back. Give enough to pique their interest and wait for them to come calling.


‘But I have targets,’ we hear you say. ‘I have to be proactive. I can’t just sit around and wait for new business to come to me.’


No, you can’t. Which is why we are not advocating you just sit around and wait. The reason you suddenly need lots of new business is that your company hasn’t been actively creating contacts which can turn into contracts for way too long. Just because you have an urgent need for new business now doesn’t mean the potential clients out there share your urgency.


Yes, you do need to go out and generate business. But in the early stages it serves better to approach gently, by first establishing or re-establishing contact, with enquiry about possible issues they are facing, expressing interest and a genuine will to help. Focus on establishing contact, on getting them to register your existence in a positive way. Focus on letting them know you’re there. If you rush to close, you will screw it up and be back at square one again. If you try to meet, greet, sell, close and notch up a sale all in one hit, you’re in a short-term numbers game and your potential clients will see you coming as the avaricious, self-centred short-termist that you are. And if you are in a short-term numbers game, you won’t have much success or fun, you won’t make lasting relationships and you’ll burn out real quick. Why do you think the staff turnover in cold-calling telesales operations is so high? Answer: because, if it is not trained properly, it is a joyless, soul-destroying job which kills your spirit and adds nothing to the sum of human kindness – and which has a minute sales strike rate. Our way is much more lucrative and much more fun. Trust us.


At this stage of the process you are a fisher of people – like our friend on the 18.05 to Penzance from Paddington. Slowly, slowly, catchy fishy. The trick is to get enough nets out in the water that you always have a catch about to land. Do this, and you will never go hungry.










CHAPTER 3



SHOW UP . . . AND KEEP ON SHOWING UP


‘80 per cent of success is showing up’
Woody Allen


Woody Allen, the New York-based film director and actor, famously said that ‘80 per cent of success is showing up.’ Whatever you think of him, this insight is still true.


The only guarantee is that if you don’t show up, nothing will happen – or, at least, nothing different from the everyday norm. Think back through life to all those occasions when you didn’t want to go to this party or bother with attending that function. And then think of the opportunities that came from being at that event – sometimes the most unexpectedly wonderful things happen to us when we just make the effort to show up. We meet our future life partner. We make a lifelong friendship. We make a contact who becomes a client for a decade. We meet someone who offers us a job. Stuff happens when you show up. Amazing stuff.


When you show up, anything can happen. Creating that possibility is one of the secrets to winning new business. Most people don’t get this. They think that new business is entirely deliberate, planned, systematic, with little or no room for random coincidence. They think that new business is akin to a train journey – it has a final destination (winning the contract) and certain pre-scheduled stops along the line on the way to the final destination: prospecting activity such as a letter or an offer of a seminar or an invitation to a meeting, a request for information, a request for proposal, a formal pitch – then a win! These people are wrong. They slave over spreadsheets and databases of contacts and try to bring some order to the chaotic art of human relationship building. They see it as a linear process.


Now, there is room for order in new business and there is room for science. But new business starts with randomness. You are not on a train (well, unless you are actually on the 18.05); you are an atom whizzing around the new business universe looking to bump into other atoms.


Most of us travel through life – and, by extension, through our business life – in quite an ordered way. We seek to impose structure and predictability on our personal universe. We gravitate to the familiar and the similar. Therefore, after the initial discomfort of being forced into random situations early in life – such as moving to a new school, college or university, where we are forced to meet loads of strangers – we seek to maximise control over the people who circle our lives.


We spend as much time as possible in the company of people who are just like us. We like people who look like us, share our values, see the world the same way, share our interests, talk like us, value the same things as we do. Sometimes, we even share the same hairstyle and mode of dress. Don’t believe us? Check out the person you’ve agreed to have lunch with today, or the person you’re travelling with whilst you read this book. Or the people you’re on your way to meet. Or the friends you have on Instagram or Facebook. Birds of a feather . . . you know the rest.
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