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FOREWORD


As a lifetime entrepreneur and investor in early-stage startups, I have come to appreciate—in myself and others—the talent and tenacity it takes to move from idea to reality. At the most basic level, selling is required to make that leap, whether selling an actual or planned product, a startup investment opportunity, the vision for a new cultural institution, or a service offered by a solopreneur provider. As I reflect on my own experience building companies and venture firms fueled by technology innovation, I realize that I’ve always been selling. My selling has not been overt but rather a function of how I expressed something I cared about and was building to bring other people along for the ride.


In Never Ask for the Sale: Supercharge Your Business with the Power of Passionate Ambivalence, Sue Heilbronner lays the philosophical and tactical groundwork for this authentic selling, which doesn’t express itself as typical sales. Never Ask gives readers a path to connect their business pursuits to their greatest skills or talents, which allows selling of any kind to be an outgrowth of personal and professional alignment.


Sue recommends that this holistic approach to growing a business be intimately tied to leveraging community, building genuine relationships, and a notion I helped coin at Techstars, #givefirst, which means you are willing to put energy into a relationship or a system without defining the transactional parameters. However, it’s not altruism. You expect to get something back. But you don’t know when or from whom, in what form or consideration, or over what time frame.


The crux of Never Ask is the selling philosophy Sue calls passionate ambivalence. This term seems contradictory but ultimately proves to be a critical component for entrepreneurs and solopreneurs to build sustainable companies.


Sue argues that the best way to sell is to focus less on the close or the outcome. Instead, she encourages sellers of all kinds to be as deeply passionate about a project, engagement, or new business partnership as they are while staying unattached to whether the sale closes. Passionate ambivalence is the optimal outlook for a seller who wants to optimize closing the best deals with the most desirable customers at the best available price point.


Sue’s extensive background spans from being a lawyer to being a tech entrepreneur, investor, and well-respected executive coach. As such, she comes to the topic of selling in the broadest sense with great authority and experience. She brings her knowledge and storytelling to Never Ask in a vulnerable and engaging way. She also shares stories of entrepreneurs with whom she has worked to add flavor to the actionable lessons of the book. The blend of story and content makes Never Ask feel as valuable as a great coaching session with Sue on amplifying your potential in building something about which you care deeply.


Brad Feld


Foundry, Partner


Techstars, cofounder


Aspen, Colorado


July 2024













INTRODUCTION


I have been selling my entire life.


At age five, I loaded up my Radio Flyer with kids’ books. I wrote prices in crayon on the covers and ambled around my neighborhood shilling. I don’t remember if I sold a thing.


That was just the start.


In my life, I’ve also sold




	Women’s clothes at the Limited store in the mall


	Extremely excellent bagels to fund the debate team at Miami Palmetto Senior High School


	McDonald’s children’s birthday parties as the designated polyester-clad “birthday lead”


	Godfather’s pizza


	The idea of a magical day at Disney World from my perch as a seasonal employee taking tickets at the main gate


	Rides on the Space Spiral and various roller coasters at Cedar Point


	Ice cream in Lincoln City, Oregon, where I got scolded for making my scoops too large


	The value of a lovely stay at Oregon’s Salishan Coastal Lodge through my housekeeping services


	Rides to the Cleveland airport from Oberlin College


	Fifteen hamburgers and everything else on the menu of the late Hamburger Hamlet in Washington, DC. I still remember the burgers by number.


	
The importance of a tricameral system of government to high school students as an instructor with the Close Up Foundation


	Home goods designed around the TV show Trading Spaces and marketed at the late Linens ’n Things


	Dog toys licensed by and created for the television brand Animal Planet at Petco


	On-time subscription delivery for HVAC filters at the self-founded and aptly named OnTimeAirFilters.com


	Philosophies of entrepreneurship as an adjunct graduate school professor at the University of Colorado


	Slots in the MergeLane Fund’s startup accelerator focused on companies with at least one woman in leadership


	Internet marketing products and services for independent hotels and large hospitality companies at the late TIG Global (now Micros)


	Software as a service payment processing for small businesses at PaySimple (now EverCommerce)


	Seats at Conscious Leadership Camps, Conscious Leadership Forums, and the Certification for Leader Coaches program





These are just the things I was paid to sell. I have also been a passionate advocate and ad hoc influencer, recommending amazing web designers, copywriters, therapists, dentists, restaurants, Costco finds, and more. Sometimes I’ve done this so well that when I want to use a service provider again, I suddenly can’t get on their schedule—in part because of the demand I have cultivated. I’m good with that. Mostly.


In law school, my favorite classes were related to business. In my eighth year as a lawyer, I founded a baby-products company called Y2Wear—Clothing and Accessories for the Millennium Baby. I struck a few strategic partnerships. I earned some press in the Chicago Tribune. I only once made the harrowing gaffe of asking a nonpregnant woman when she was due. I realized that you can’t build a business with a one-year time horizon and changed the brand from its new-millennium focus to a more general baby-gift company.


I loved it. What I loved most was the feeling of making a sale. It was exhilarating. It was money in the bank. It was the little rush of energy that comes from knowing that the thing I have is valuable to another person.


I loved it so much that when I compared the dynamism of my little venture to my “dream job” as a criminal prosecutor for the Department of Justice Civil Rights Division, I could feel my energy being pulled from selling stories to juries to selling products to consumers.


I left the practice of law for a job in online business development at Discovery Communications (now Warner Bros. Discovery). A colleague at Discovery bought the baby-products business for $12,500. That covered most of what I’d lost in running it. I considered the entire venture to be an inexpensive MBA.


Ever since, I have been selling full-time. I’ve been a chief revenue officer or chief executive officer of technology startups. For the last decade, I have been selling myself.


Twelve years ago, when I was a partner at a tech startup, I encountered a body of work called conscious leadership. A coach named Kaley Klemp introduced it to me. Meeting Kaley changed my life. I delved into the principles of conscious leadership. The changes in me were so noticeable that family and friends wanted to learn what I had been up to, and they, too, dove into conscious leadership. Two years after meeting Kaley, I started my own company to do coaching and facilitation with a focus on conscious leadership.


I made this decision aggressively but not fearlessly.


Because the very successful Kaley and her then co-coaches Jim Dethmer and Diana Chapman were my teachers and role models, I knew I could generate a meaningful, sustainable, even wildly successful solopreneur business as an executive coach, speaker, and facilitator. And because I want to serve as a transparent and successful model to others who have worked closely with me (or are discovering me now for the first time), I chose to write this book.


As an independent coach, facilitator, and speaker, I have spent the lion’s share of my work time sparking authentic conversations in service of personal growth and satisfaction—for myself and others. The work is edgy, challenging, provocative, emotional, spiritual, and remarkable. At times, I’m amazed that I’ve created a life that allows me to work largely when I want, with whom I want, and on topics and in contexts in which I’m interested. Some of my success is presumably connected to being pretty good at what I do; however, a large measure of what I’ve built is tied to how successfully I sell. In the first six years, my solopreneur coaching and facilitation business grew from zero revenue to more than $1 million a year.


My dear friend Leah Pearlman started referring to my style of sales as “Suemanship,” which I alternately loved and resisted. She wasn’t talking only about the selling of my coaching services; she was referring to all my advocacy—for my favorite ice cream, a new book, a podcast that blew my mind, or a new friend—as Suemanship. My resistance to this word emanated from the self-judgment that I, apparently, was always selling. But it’s true about me. I am always selling something, and when I recommend something with the level of conviction I bring to bear, other people tend to try out whatever I’m passionate about. At its center, Suemanship is about my recognition and celebration of brilliance, value, humor, delicious flavors, and more. The more I sat with the moniker “Suemanship” and felt how much love Leah had for this part of me, the more I understood how well it fits.


One night, Leah and I were at a dinner party, parked on a couch in a deep and engaging conversation with a pack of shared friends. One of our friends was asking me how he could grow his new coaching side hustle faster.


I suggested a range of tactics that I had consciously or unconsciously been honing for a lifetime. These notions are not things I gleaned merely from my own experiences launching my own businesses. Because I have been an entrepreneur, mentor, leadership coach, investor, and professor of entrepreneurship, they are also lessons I’ve absorbed through thirty years of watching hundreds of other entrepreneurs and entrepreneurial sellers launch and grow their businesses. So although I was talking about practices deployed in my current business, most of those practices and perspectives come from decades of insights into other people’s businesses.


The tactics that were most surprising to him and the group were the ones that seemed counterintuitive. The approach underlying the methods I was explaining is something I have since named “passionate ambivalence.” Passionate ambivalence—the methodology that forms the basis of this book—is the balance of being deeply passionate about a new prospective piece of business and, at the same time, being unattached to whether I land it. I told my friends that night that passionate ambivalence is, in my opinion, the secret sauce to how to grow sales with clients you want most at prices you feel great about. I also shared that I think it’s a great approach to selling any product, raising venture capital (VC) from investors, marketing yourself for a new job, writing college admissions essays, and landing the romantic partner of your dreams.


As I was energetically throwing down what I suppose sounded like sales wisdom that night, Leah looked at me and said, “This is your book.” Within five minutes of her comment, we came up with a plan to run a live and virtual workshop on Suemanship and the power of passionate ambivalence.


One week later, twenty-five people attended that first workshop. In preparation, I had drafted what became the outline of this book. I tweaked the title of the workshop to “YOUmanship” because I believe you are at the heart of every sale you make. If you establish sufficient confidence in and alignment among your greatest strengths, what you love, and your business (or job), you are most likely to be successful because you are less likely to compromise the core aspects of yourself in building your business or selling your work. From the strength of a you-focused mindset, you could cultivate passionate ambivalence organically.


When I pitched the title “YOUmanship” to publishers, I received the email equivalent of blank stares. Eventually, my agent, editor, and I settled on the title Never Ask for the Sale because never asking for a piece of business is an archetypal example of passionate ambivalence as a selling technique. In short, if you want to sell successfully, you can be extremely, authentically passionate about earning and doing a piece of work. At the same time, you need to believe and create a perception that you are so good, so hard to attain, and so unattached to whether you “win” a piece of work that you ought not even to ask for the business. You can’t need the business. You can’t be accommodating in your pricing strategy in a way that implies that you don’t value yourself or what you do. You can’t send an automated flow of persistent emails about how great you are and how ready you are to get busy on a piece of business, because someone amazing wouldn’t have time for this. They would be busy doing other work at premium price points. Instead, you passionately argue for why you or your product are the perfect fit, you spell out a few terms, and you wait to see if you hear back.


If your head just tilted in that doglike “What on earth is she proposing?” way, you’re definitely keeping up. I believe that growing sales and building a business depends, in many ways, on acting like you are perfectly fine whether or not you make any incremental sale. In holding this mindset of passionate ambivalence, it is critical to understand how you are at the center of your business and everything you sell. If you have aligned your desires; your natural or acquired gifts; and the product, service, or “pitch” you’re making, you often can successfully grow your business through passionate ambivalence.


Enough preamble. One woman who attended a recent workshop I gave to help flesh out this book summed up my advice like this:


“Just chill the F out and get going.”


So let’s do that.













PART 1

USING THIS BOOK
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CHAPTER 1


THE AUDIENCE AND STRUCTURE


Selling from the Inside Out


This book was first conceived with the solopreneur in mind—the entrepreneur who is building a business where they are the primary driver and where there is little to no intention of hiring employees. There are more solopreneurs than ever. MBO Partners found that from 2020 to 2022, the number of independent workers rose by 69 percent, to 21.6 million.1 I imagine these figures exclude the number of people managing full-time jobs and running a business as a side hustle.


The shift to more independent work and solopreneurship is partly associated with the huge social changes wrought by the pandemic and our new acceptance of remote work. It’s partly because of technological changes that make independent and remote work easier than ever. In the United States, we can also point to the Affordable Care Act, which means solopreneurs have much less worry over being stranded without employer-funded health insurance. I applaud all of this. If solopreneurship is for you, I want you to be supported in that.


But solopreneurs are not the only ones who sell, obviously. They’re not even the only ones who sell based on the uniqueness that is them. I sold this way during my legal career and again in my corporate career.


When I was working as a federal prosecutor “selling” civil rights cases to a judge or jury, I was the one standing before the court representing the government. My conviction around the rule of law, my preparation for the task at hand, my ability to speak eloquently, my gift for improvisation when needed, and my smarts were all integral to that representation. The facts of the case and the presentations of my witnesses mattered, of course, but there would be no way to take my role out of the mix.


The same is true in selling Internet marketing services. When I told Hyatt in the early 2000s that our company could create more, higher-profit bookings for them directly through the corporate site compared to lower-margin online travel sites, I was part of that message. For me to make that sale, Hyatt needed to know that I (as a representative of our company) understood their wants, their challenges, and their opportunities.


The concepts and tactics in Never Ask for the Sale will help you no matter what kind of selling you do, no matter your business context. And it is important to recognize that running a small business focused on marketing your strengths is not mandatory, perfect, easy, or sexy. As you read this resource and others, keep asking yourself whether being a solopreneur or any kind of entrepreneur is the best fit for you. I’m assuming that this is not your only option, and for many people, the relative stability of a steady income and company-provided benefits is quite appealing, especially at times of rapid change (e.g., having a baby, sending your kid to college, caring for aging parents, or navigating divorce).


There’s no special merit to taking an independent path. I don’t judge it as better than anything else. If you do take it (or continue it), do it with clear intention.


THE STRUCTURE


The structure of this book resembles a set of concentric circles with you at the center. The path crossing these circles from you to the market you’re addressing is the strategy and mindset of passionate ambivalence.


This book begins with theories on selling and self-investigation, and it drives toward concrete tactics for selling and marketing a business that depends primarily on you. Interwoven throughout, you’ll find anecdotes about my sales experience and stories of other entrepreneurs who have built businesses with, in my estimation, the principles of passionate ambivalence at the center. I suggest you garner insights from those stories and apply them to your own business or sales journey for your maximum learning and application.


YOU AT THE CENTER


To develop your mindset of passionate ambivalence, you must first develop confidence, self-awareness, and alignment between you and the work you’re doing. The key to growing your revenue or your sales is to know yourself well enough that you can craft a successful business focused on products or activities you love at price points that are rewarding. As such, at the most fundamental level, this book is a highly practical guide to how to sell you—regardless of what you’re actually selling—using passionate ambivalence. You’ll learn more about what I mean by that later. For now, suffice it to say that selling yourself starts as an inside job.


In this part of the book, I begin with a deep dive into the you that you are selling, and I offer strategies and tactics to complement that awareness. I also address getting to know how you can be successful in a solopreneur business, a service offering that depends heavily on you, or a sales effort in which you are a critical component (I suggest that’s true of all sales efforts).


CLEARING THE BLOCKERS TO SUCCESS


Beginning the inside job of looking at yourself as the center of your business growth is a bit of a leap for some. This book will walk you through the steps, tools, and exercises to help you take that leap with conviction. Loving your business idea or the service you have to offer or the work you do is great. On its own, however, that won’t get you where you need to be. Selling is all about mindset, which means you must look inside yourself to understand any mental barriers you might have to becoming an amazing seller. This book will help you uncover, face, and address your unconscious commitments, limiting beliefs, and upper limits that may prevent you from achieving your goals for business success. You’ll find those strategies and tools in Part 2.


DEFINING THE “YOU” IN YOUR SELLING MOTION


After you’ve cleared your blockers, you need to start defining yourself—and, by extension, your product or service—in a consistent way. In doing so, you will be creating the foundation for a compelling brand for yourself and your business. When you’ve done all that, you will be fully ready to experience marketing and sales as an awakening, exhilarating, brilliantly conscious activity, which, not incidentally, is a very important key to your business success. We’ll do this work on aligning your gifts with your offering, your two-minute bio, your zone of genius, and goal setting in Part 3.


LAYING THE GROUNDWORK FOR SELLING


Once you have developed a heightened sense of alignment between you, your strengths, and your business offerings, Part 4 will offer you ideas and tactics for laying the early groundwork for your marketing and sales efforts. This is where you will begin making specific connections between who you are and how you can operate as your authentic self in the market.


MARKETING YOU


With the groundwork in place, Part 5 will give you strategic and tactical methods for getting you and your business offering out in the market. I will cover creating your digital and brand presence, launching your online outreach efforts, building visibility in your community and across your network, and creating referral relationships. These are broadcast tools that are critical for attracting the right clientele and priming them to engage with you as a potential solution for their needs.



SELLING YOU


Once you have placed all the scaffolding around yourself, your business, your brand, and your network, it’s time for a deep dive into the topic of actually selling. It is here that you will see the myriad ways I believe a mindset of passionate ambivalence and correlated tactics will fuel your success.


In every part of this journey, I will be sharing fully authentic versions of how I leverage passionate ambivalence for these various components of business building. I will be direct, transparent, and at times vulnerable so that you will gain a genuine sense of the highs and lows of my journey in order to apply them to the journey that works for you. Most chapters will include at least one exercise so that you can use this book as a sales “workbook” or “coaching session,” building your concentric circles as this book covers them.


I am very aware that some of you do not love selling in the way that I do (yet!). You may have picked up this book because you feel a need to sell better but have an aversion to the process. You want to do this better, and there are bonus points if you learn it in a way that feels effortless and authentic. If your resistance is crowding out your “I can do this” voice, I welcome all of that. Even if you do not love selling now, even if you do not love selling by the end of this book, this book is for you.


This book should feel like coaching. My primary role in life and career is to be a coach. I have designed this book to feel like a coaching session with and for you. The provocations and exercises are designed for you to learn more about yourself in service of creating a highly aligned and successful business. I encourage you to play along. Do the exercises; engage with people who love you around the prompts I provide. That will be key to your incorporating the concepts of this book into your own life and career. As I do with all my 1:1 clients, I hope I will challenge you, primarily to reach the greatest possible vision of you. I hope you receive any challenges as invitations to own your full power and your many gifts.


You will learn things about yourself that advance your goals in diverse areas of your life. You will know yourself better. You will articulate your points of view more clearly. You will become more aligned in your life, bringing what you love and what you do into greater harmony. And maybe, just maybe, you’ll end up liking sales more.


Footnote


1 “The Independent by Choice Movement: Authentic and Intentional: State of Independence in America 2024,” MBO Partners, https://www.mbopartners.com/state-of-independence/.

















CHAPTER 2


KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


I know you want to start selling. I want you to, too. But please do not skip this chapter.


I don’t want this book to set you up for anything other than big success. To ensure that success is the most likely outcome, I’ll invite you to be aware of some guideposts before you spend a few hours of your valuable time honing your knowledge and skills.


GUIDEPOST 1


This book is one opinion. It isn’t “right” or “true.”


When you’re reading, you might observe that my tone is steadfast (read: righteous) and absolute.


That said, I’m not arbitrarily righteous and absolute; I have strong views that are informed by deep experience and a mental model that I’ve tested and retested through engagement with others.


Everything in this book is my opinion refined by other people’s feedback. But I am regularly wrong. Although you should take my opinion with a grain of salt, I hope you’ll find that there is enough in my background or in what I share in this book that you, like many who have heard this material in my workshops, feel there’s real merit to this approach and these tactics. Even so, I want you to make this book yours, filtering for what makes sense in your business, what resonates, and what you want to discard. The only “right” thing in this book is what is right for you.


One superb example of my conviction is the title of this book, Never Ask for the Sale. Please know that when I say “never,” I mean “almost never.” The title and principles here are guidelines, not absolutes. I have taught these principles enough to know that light bulbs will probably happen. Those are the concepts you should take away. Even if you leave others, I believe you’ll end up winning.


GUIDEPOST 2


Generalizations will be made.


I will generalize in this book. As a person who has been a lawyer, entrepreneur, big-company operator, CEO, venture capitalist, and executive coach, I have formed a range of opinions grounded in my experience. I do quite a bit of pattern matching across my time and experiences. At times, you will disagree with me or think my generalizations miss the mark. You will likely be right about that.


GUIDEPOST 3


Everything in this book is selling.


I’ve already been selling, and I won’t stop. I’m endeavoring to be direct, conversational, occasionally amusing, casual, self-deprecating, and a tad audacious. That is precisely how I sell myself. You will have a different approach to selling yourself, and that’s wonderful. Just listen to how, in seemingly invisible (dare I say ambivalent) ways, I’m making a case about the value of this content and my credibility to share it. The invisible ways will become more visible as you learn more about my selling philosophy. I’ve told you a bit about who I am and what I’ve done, and this very chapter is telling you essentially what I’d like you to sign up for as you read this book. Straddling the fence of wanting you to want to read more and being okay with your decision to stop (i.e., choosing not to sign up to work with me) is at the heart of passionate ambivalence, my guiding selling strategy. You’ve witnessed this already. Yes, it’s a fair warning. But it’s also a signal to you about how I sell by not selling.


This form of detached selling is the water I swim in. I can’t always see when I’m doing it because it’s the general pattern of my being. When you can find your natural, invisible selling motion and bring it forward, selling yourself will become easier and more conscious.


GUIDEPOST 4


I care about making money in business. If you do not, this book may challenge you (which may not be all bad).


A significant motivator for me in running a business is making money. I like making money for the sake of all the normal things: paying my mortgage, traveling, picking up checks at some group dinners, not having to worry too much about prices at the grocery store, helping my nieces out with college tuition. I also care about it as a decent scoreboard for how well I and my company are doing. I am competitive. I like putting up good numbers. I keep track. I compare this year to previous years. I set goals. Monetary success is not my only or even a primary value, but I care about it.


Not everyone running a business or engaged in selling cares about making money as much as I do. You may be running an “impact business” by choice (as opposed to just having subpar revenue). You may be leading a nonprofit (though fundraising is just selling). Come into the tent.


Now, if you say you care about financial success in your business and you have a scarcity mindset about money, this book may challenge you. By a “scarcity mindset,” I mean that you don’t believe it’s possible for you to have enough money or to be financially comfortable. A scarcity mindset may appear in the form of not thinking your work is good enough to warrant clients paying you at rates that allow you to live well.


I believe your beliefs about financial scarcity are fluid, not fixed. First, I’d like you to become aware of any of your beliefs about money that seem limiting. Second, I’d like you to welcome all those beliefs, noticing that they come from a place that makes sense (family upbringing, traumatic past work experience, etc.). Third, I’d like you to wonder how your scarcity beliefs may serve you, either consciously or unconsciously. Perhaps they make you more careful, enabling you to save up for meaningful things without leaking cash on fast fashion or espresso martinis. Perhaps you have known wealthy people whom you’ve regarded as unkind or worse. As you get to know this part of yourself, see if you can notice that at least some of your mindset about money is a matter of choice. If you can get to that level of awareness, you can welcome both the learning and the skepticism you may bring to this book. Then you can hold your historical relationship to money just a bit more loosely, opening the door to what’s possible.


GUIDEPOST 5


This book applies to every type of seller (or human).


This book targets primarily solopreneurs (which I define as an entrepreneur who is running a business where they are the driver of success and likely the only full-time employee) whose business involves selling themselves or something comparably intangible.


But if you are selling something else, in a different context, this book is also for you. If you are pursuing any kind of career where you want to put yourself on a positive trajectory, this book is for you. You are selling yourself at every interview, presentation, keynote speech, first date, and holiday party. So much of selling is about selling you, regardless of what you think you’re selling.


You will also find value here if you are a




	High school student who wants to increase your chances of identifying and being admitted to the college that is a perfect fit


	College graduate embarking upon your first job


	Person starting a new career


	
Midcareer professional who wants to reach the next level within your organization


	Professional wanting to pivot to something new in order to make a material jump in your career level


	Lawyer, accountant, architect, home builder, consultant, real estate agent, or any other professional who wants to make some rain inside your company so that you stand a better chance of making partner


	Entrepreneur preparing to market your new idea to investors or to sell your very new product





GUIDEPOST 6


This book works best for people who are superb.


If you are engaged in or contemplating a business where you are the primary product (coaching, consulting, advising, and more), you must be awesome at what you do. This book will be less useful to you if you are average. This book might actually be harmful if you are average.


It doesn’t matter what you do. If you are a birthday-party clown, you need to be one of the best birthday clowns in Des Moines. How do you know you’re an awesome clown? First, people to whom you’re not related say so. Second, you get word-of-mouth inquiries. Third, you have those really giant shoes. That’s imperative.


Even if you aren’t yet superb at what you’re trying to do in your business, ask yourself whether you are superb in general. Are you magnetic? Are you dynamic? Are you extremely thoughtful? Are you able to develop meaningful connections with people (loudly or quietly) in social settings or at work? Do you glean insights that few people see because of the quality of your listening? If you’re not sure, think about what people—who are not your family—say about you. Do people seek you out for something? Do they speak glowingly to others about you in introductory emails? Do you have a pattern of excellence in your background, showing numerous accomplishments in open playing fields?


If the answer to most of these questions is no, I recommend considering some of the lessons in this book aspirational for your future awesome self. The daring, contrarian features of Never Ask for the Sale depend on your being awesome at most of what you do and in the ways you show up in the world. I will invite you to be very clear about what you’re amazing at, to take only work that aligns well with those things, and to turn down work that doesn’t meet your revenue objectives. Why? Because work that does meet your objectives will replace it. I will advise that if you put yourself out in the world in the thousands of ways you can, your and your business’s flywheel will be operating 24-7, generating eventual high-quality work for you. The first advice I give to all young people coming out of college and attempting to build quality networks is to be awesome at anything they do. People notice. People talk. If you haven’t yet experienced the cumulative raising of your boat as an outgrowth of your known awesomeness, I assure you that this book will have lessons to which you will aspire after doing some awesome legwork. If you’re just being falsely humble or if your imposter voice is answering this question, you’ll be fine.


If you are not superb (yet), some of the ideas in this book could be perilous. They will hang you out to dry, having already invested in building the foundation of a you-focused business. You will come across as arrogant instead of solid, as crazy in your pricing rather than offering a premium product. Instead of reading Never Ask for the Sale, choose a less aggressive and more process- and funnel-driven approach to selling.


If we’re good on this front—if you can find the awesome and superb inside you—let’s keep moving down the road.


GUIDEPOST 7


Even if you are superb, sometimes things go south.


You can be extraordinary, and you can do everything in this book and the other six books you read on building a business before you found this one, and there will still be hard days. I don’t lose much business that I really want, but I lose some. Even if I’m able to reach the level of passionate ambivalence, a few of those losses sting.


In addition, when you do make a great sale and grow a piece of business in a way that meets your and your clients’ desires, clients do not last forever. Whether due to macroeconomic conditions, a perceived misstep in the work, or a personal misalignment that emerges over time, you will lose long-term business. Perhaps you won’t, but I have.


I recently lost a five-year piece of work. There were a few factors that caused this, but the essence is simple. I came into the company as a facilitator for a two-day off-site, and that relationship grew into what I call a company coaching role, where I participate in all executive team meetings, coach the executives, facilitate all executive team off-sites, and do other useful things that arise during the relationship. In year five, the CEO—by then a dear friend and astonishing ally in my business—started saying that he thinks most coaches have “one or two tricks.” He said it playfully, but the comment began to grind me. That likely meant there was truth in what he was saying, but I had the story that I’d done so much with this company over the years during many different times in its life. The CEO had told me I was partly responsible for the retention of key leaders. And then, one day in the middle of a one-year agreement for me to serve in the company coach role, he told me he wanted exposure to a different style and approach. That meant I would no longer be the executive team coach. He asked if we could end the relationship with a reasonable monetary accommodation. I took a few hours to process the emotions and shed the tears, then went back to him and said of course.


The only thing better than doing great work is seeing that fact evidenced in growing the piece of work or getting word-of-mouth referrals that spin out of that work. And sometimes, when you put yourself out there as a solopreneur (or any kind of person who sells), things turn the other way. My goal has been to hold a wide perspective about those less-than-delightful moments and to complete those relationships mindfully. I recently had dinner with the executive team of the company I just mentioned. I told them that it was their decision to cut me loose that gave me the impetus and a bit of time to write this book. For me, these things have a way of working out.



GUIDEPOST 8


Feel any emotions that arise if you want to.


This is an invitation. Even with these guiding principles in mind, this book may make you mad. It might also prompt other emotions like sadness or fear. I will challenge how you talk about yourself and your products. I will cast aspersions on your pricing scheme. I will suggest that your nice-guy-deferential-likable persona may win you lots of friends but fewer premium customers. I absolutely hope some of this feels relatable, personal, and perhaps even confrontational. Keen. I think anger and fear are reliable catalysts for change. I also believe that feeling emotions is valuable as an end in itself. Plus, you might feel pure delight in having some new tools and mindsets to apply to growing your business, and that emotion is especially welcome.















CHAPTER 3


SELLING YOURSELF VERSUS SELLING ANOTHER PRODUCT


When I first embarked on my journey of selling my own coaching and consulting services, I often got stuck on what felt like the unique experience of selling myself versus some other, more concrete product. I’ve had successful sellers tell me that they love selling in general, but selling themselves feels more threatening. They say the risk of getting a no feels like a far more personal rejection.


I wholly reject the story that selling yourself is harder. You know the product better than anything else, after all. So let’s dig into the differences and the ways to get comfortable with the idea of selling yourself.


Every one of my early sales roles involved selling something that felt distinct from me, but in the most recent chapter of my career, I transitioned to making myself part of the product. I cofounded a VC fund, MergeLane, with a local friend and startup angel investor, Elizabeth Kraus. For years, we ran a startup accelerator, a three-month boot-camp program for founders where we provided education and mentorship in exchange for 6 percent of the equity in the participating startup companies. Ultimately, the MergeLane Fund raised more than $7 million and over a ten-year span invested in fifty-four startups, including many that had successful exits. MergeLane was one of the first venture funds with a quasi–impact lens, and I was proud to put my time, heart, and money where my beliefs were. That said, we viewed the fund—correctly, as it turned out—as the “smart” rather than the “right” thing to do. A key part of the MergeLane programs was selling startups on the value of our coaching, mentor and investor network, and advice in exchange for equity in their early-stage companies.


Similarly, in my current roles as an executive coach, facilitator, speaker, advisor, speaker trainer, program leader, and now author, I am constantly marketing the value I bring to these assignments. It’s personal. It’s intimate. It’s vulnerable. That’s what I love and sometimes fear about it.


I have owned the idea of selling myself so much that I now market all my offerings under the domain name HeySue.com. I started with a more generic domain, which remains my corporate entity name: Boulder Ideas. Then I decided to step into the notion that I am selling myself, and I pivoted to SueHeilbronner.com. And then, in an act of pure late-night daring, I was able to jettison my cumbersome last name and own the idea that what I am selling is, often, “Sue.”


This is an extreme example of owning the idea of selling yourself. But you get the picture. When you are selling yourself, you don’t have the option of pivoting to a different product. You are pretty much stuck with you.


I see examples of people selling themselves in most business contexts. My lens may be a bit colored, but if you try on these glasses with a few of my examples, you might gain an appreciation of how to leverage this point of view for your own selling efforts. My two examples come in radically different markets: preloved apparel and AI coding tools for developers.


AN EXAMPLE: PUTTING ONESELF AT THE CENTER OF RETAIL SELLING


Margaret Miner founded a high-end consignment store called Rags Consignments in Boulder, Colorado, in 1995. Rags prides itself on its excellent curation of incoming inventory—women’s clothing and accessories. The merchandise is current, clean, and high-quality. The consignment model allows people to submit their used clothing for review by the selective curators at Rags. If clothes are accepted, they hit the floor, and the consignors and Rags split the revenue from any sold item.


Margaret opened Rags after years of holding preloved clothing sales in the basement of her home. She curated the collection, invited friends over, and used her not-insubstantial styling talent to make people look like a million bucks for far less. Now out of the basement, Rags is a place where you can see Margaret’s vision and standards in everything you touch. Her ambition for scale is evident in the systems that make Rags run like a tech company. Her commitment to the environment is in the model itself. She is a great businessperson, so she has a loyal and well-trained staff, but it is her energy and point of view that I feel most acutely when I am in the store.


Margaret has created my number-one retail experience. There is a woman neither I nor Margaret has ever met who delivers four to six giant bags of high-end designer clothing to Rags two times a year. When this happens, Margaret texts me to offer a personal showing. This consignor—whom I call my “fairy god-consignor”—is exactly my size. I get the first look at incredible couture items that are tailored perfectly for me and priced affordably because they are used. This is a win for all. I get to look hip; Rags gets an avid buyer for some of its high-end merchandise; and the fairy god-consignor works her side hustle. And all of this happens because Margaret is deeply involved in marketing and sales efforts.


AN EXAMPLE: COFOUNDERS CREATING THE COMPANY CULTURE


Software engineers Quinn Slack and Beyang Liu founded Sourcegraph in 2013 to help make software development more efficient, effective, and enjoyable for coders. The founders successfully grew Sourcegraph over the next decade, selling the company’s AI-driven software to individual developers and Fortune 100 companies. The company has all the departments one would expect in a software business—sales, marketing, customer success, and a raft of software engineers—but its culture continues to be driven by the founders themselves. Sourcegraph feels more like a developer-focused culture than any other tech company I’ve seen.


At this year’s “Merge,” a biannual in-person gathering for the company’s distributed workforce, one morning began with a “cofounder code-off.” Slack and Liu had identified a new feature opportunity in the product, and they competed head-to-head in front of the entire company to see which of them could build the new feature faster. They were live coding for a crowd with their work captured on side-by-side big screens, similar to a Las Vegas sports book. Other companies might prioritize showing the staff the newest sales-pitch deck, the latest marketing messaging, or the design drawings for the new office, but Sourcegraph, because of its founders, puts coding at the center of the culture. The cofounders’ personalities and talents are visible in everything this company does.
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