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SECRETS OF GREAT SALESPEOPLE


50 Ways to Sell Business-to-Business


Jeremy Raymond




Jeremy Raymond has been a deputy headteacher, a management consultant, a managing director, an executive coach and an author – and each of these jobs involved selling. When he worked at PWC he realized that, if he wanted an interesting and varied career, he had better master the art of developing business. From selling himself he progressed to selling ideas, projects and solutions to clients like IBM, Ford and Novartis. He has even sold training programmes to pass on these skills to other professionals. He believes selling should be enjoyable for both salespeople and their clients, and that identifying solutions that help your client’s business to grow is a worthwhile professional job.
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INTRODUCTION


Trade brings people together. It builds relationships between individuals, communities, organizations and nations. Nomadic people bartered with their surplus for what they didn’t have, even if that surplus was sometimes daughters. Later, there was trade within communities – shops and markets – and trade between communities – travelling salespeople, merchant adventurers. Vasco da Gama, Magellan, Christopher Columbus and many before them, were not just sailors: they were salesmen. Over time people build trust with the exchange of goods or services and recommend these people to others, and both parties benefit, while the world becomes more closely and peacefully knit. We are a social species. Exchanges build ties. Trade is in our nature.


The Industrial Revolution changed things. Before then, when every table was made to order by a carpenter, as a customer you had to have a relationship with the producer, who was also the salesperson. Treat your producer badly and your table might have a wobble. When goods are mass-produced, they are no longer linked to individual demand. Selling is divorced from buying; it aims to move goods off the salesperson’s balance sheet and on to that of the customer. Salespeople are not part of the buyer’s community; there are no personal consequences for them in ‘shifting tin’, as the old IBM salespeople used to call it. The sales ‘rep’ is interested only in his own short-term gain, managed by commission. Trade becomes less about harmony and long-term accord, let alone matrimony and romance; it is a one-night stand, a contest, with losers as well as winners.


The popular stereotype of salespeople is the legacy of this revolution in production. Wily, mistrusted, they roam the desolate forecourts of imagined second-hand car dealerships. If your job is to sell, you may often feel misunderstood. However, you are critical to the wealth of companies and nations. Where would those sneering types be without your ability to provide secure work for them? Without your efforts, companies would not succeed and grow, shareholder returns would fall, pensioners would go hungry… (Salespeople have always been prone to a little exaggeration.)


Today we are in the throes of a digital revolution. The high-street shops slowly disappear under the influence of online buying. Sites like Amazon are so simple, so easy to use. The values of convenience supplant the more human benefits of trade. Click and collect. Click and send. Customers purchase products, often just as tailored to their specifications as the handmade tables of old, and all without delay, without face-to-face discussion, without feeling. Surf the Net. Lowest price wins.


Of course, the changes to trading, buying and selling aren’t as simple as this three-stage transition makes out. All previous forms of trade continue to coexist. Your great-grandmother shopped in the weekly market, your grandmother probably went to a local grocery store, your mother shopped in the supermarket and you buy online. There are still Marco Polos out there finding new markets; they are more likely to be app developers than merchant adventurers, but the expansion of trade is unstoppable.


Business-to-business (B2B) trade – the subject of this book – has gone through similar revolutions. On the selling side, new jobs emerged as deals grew larger, many of which we see today: deal ‘architects’ to estimate the liabilities and costs involved in complex services such as outsourcing and specialist lawyers to draw up the contracts. On the buying side, procurement functions developed sophisticated methods of assessing the value of the deals and, although they rarely have the final say in the decision to buy, their counsel was valued given the risks involved in, say, outsourcing a whole function. Organizations grew into the international corporations we know today. As villages become towns and megacities, retail trading relationships become more transactional and pragmatic, less personal and empathic. The same process has occurred in B2B sales.


The digital world has accelerated, depersonalizing B2B trading relationships. Although the travelling sales rep with her coffee supplies for the vending machines on the industrial estate still exists, this type of selling is rapidly disappearing, just as the door-to-door encyclopedia salesperson is the stuff of legend. Why haggle with the rep when you can find the best deal online? It’s so embarrassing to say their prices are not competitive, when they have been calling on your business for 20 years. Commodities – whether products or services – are indeed easier to source in this way, but services and solutions – the big deals in B2B trade – are rather different. Anyway, with a product, you can try it, taste it, feel it. Does it do ‘what it says on the tin’? Try before you buy. In a world where there is no information asymmetry any more, the role of the salesperson in commodity choice is increasingly redundant; you don’t really need help choosing when almost ‘perfect’ information is available, although you may be spending more time doing the research than you would talking to somebody you trust, who really knows the alternatives and your need.


Business services are different from products. Services – at the point of sale – are promises. Simple services can be tried in advance of purchase, but there is no real guarantee of reliable quality under exceptional circumstances. These promises are not about features; they are about outcomes. These outcomes have benefits, which have to be seen as commensurate with the price charged: a clean office, a well-serviced, reliable fleet of delivery trucks, a performance-enhancing training course. It is difficult sometimes to put a price on such things, as their value is both subjective and objective. The more complex the service, the higher is the risk to the buyer of the outcomes promised and the value not being delivered. At the highest-value end of the service food chain – professional or advisory services like legal, medical, consulting and accountancy – the outcome has to be taken on trust. When the delivery of the service may be a unique, one-off event and where the person buying will be materially involved in delivering the outcome with their professional – representation in court, say – there can be no ‘try before you buy’. You have to take your in-house counsel’s recommendation of the barrister on trust.


‘Solutions’ – the usual term to describe a tailored bundle of services and products – are no different from services in terms of the risk to customers. Clients can see the software works and play with the hardware involved – this is like buying a product. But the maintenance, the training and the consulting elements are just service promises. When the client signs, she is often putting her own reputation on the line. ‘Will the parts of the solution work together – and with what we currently have?’ is the first question. Then it’s ‘Will it deliver the outcomes we need?, then ‘Will these outcomes be as valuable as we have been led to believe?’, then ‘What’s the cost – in terms of loss of productivity to introduce, time to train, time to buy, etc.?’ The customer needs to have a lot of trust in the vendor and its representatives before they sign.


The challenges of selling B2B


In B2B selling, the ability to build trust is therefore critical. Solutions have to be tailored to client needs at some point, even if they have been designed for specific market sectors. This is because they have to integrate with other solutions working in the business – the legacy of previous buying decisions. As a twenty-first-century B2B salesperson, you had better be good at managing your customer’s risks.


Other selling challenges relate to managing the process of client decision-making. When goods and services get packaged up into solutions, they often interfere with the way a business operates. A business school professor might say they ‘re-engineer the value chain’; a consultant might describe this disruption as ‘innovation’ but local line managers might be more sceptical. So the decision to buy involves actively accepting this disruption in return for a later benefit – productivity improvement, perhaps, or reduced time to market. Such decisions are generally too risky for one senior manager to make alone. Procurement functions are part of the risk-management process for senior clients; they slow things down (frustrating) but they analyse the risks and benefits of options (reassuring). For the salesperson it means that there are multiple clients involved with different views of their need, the solution, the sort of company they want to work with, the price they want to pay, and so on.


The third challenge is about the calculus between what you, the seller, propose and what each of these stakeholders will use and value. The old model of buying solutions meant that each stakeholder accepted some degree of compromise in the interest of one solution ‘sort of’ fitting all. All-things-to-all-people solutions are extremely complex and costly. Think of how many of the functions of your computer software you never use (but pay for). Unwanted features and complexity are an irritation in B2B buying, too, an opportunity cost we don’t want to pay for. If we can customize our phone, we want to customize our order-processing solution. We don’t want to pay an upfront fixed charge for the system, with all the associated depreciation in the value of the asset. If we can pay per use for different vehicles in a city-wide car pool, why shouldn’t we pay for our personal usage (heavy or light) of the functions of the solution? The Cloud means that the provider can easily track which functions individuals are using and when, so this is possible to do.


Of course, the information about usage is valuable, not just in terms of billing but also for the client who uses the solution. To know which functions and features people use most, to measure the impact of the outcomes achieved, to be able to modify your business processes on a regular basis to maximize the return – lean processes and lean services – this is a kind of holy grail of management information. Cloud-based solutions have this potential. And the provider, monitoring this information across multiple clients, becomes more intelligent about, say, order processing – to the point where they can really advise their clients about how to do things better, based on real data. The information helps them modify and improve the solution design and may create new revenue streams. The information might be as valuable in some situations as the original solution itself.


The five keys to success


Given this changing environment with increasing customer expectations about convenience and value, what is happening to the selling process? From interviews with successful salespeople, it is clear that new challenges call for some new and some not-so-new responses:


1.  You really have to understand your client’s business.


This includes the industry, the company’s purpose, its business model, its competitive environment and how it competes, its customers and what trends are affecting how and why they buy from your client’s company, the pressures it is under, its strategies for growth or survival. You have to be able to talk strategy. You have to anticipate what is going to kill your customer’s business and what is going to open new doors. You have to be able to describe outcomes, which your clients will see as valuable, helping them to survive, compete and grow. Many successful salespeople have had previous careers working in industries they now sell into; this is not only about their network of relationships but also about their knowledge and insight from having been there. The solution knowledge is easy to acquire.


2.  You have to understand the decision-makers and how they will take a decision to disrupt their business (with your solution).


This is particularly true if your solution completely redesigns the way the client’s business operates. Most of the easy productivity gains from computer technology have been won; if a process that used to take the operator two minutes now takes only one, this is not really a productivity gain unless the operator fills the remaining minute doing something more valuable. As a salesperson, you need to be able to assess the impact of your solutions on the current business – structurally, politically, financially and emotionally. You need to provide services and skills to help your client manage this transition or transformation. These skills are organizational as well as technical. You need to gain credibility for the ‘new way of doing things’ with a wide and diverse audience. You will need a broad network of people within the client organization – and in their industry – who will support your ideas and solutions. You will need to resolve internal power struggles and engage with the client company as a change agent as well as a salesperson.


3.  You will need to inspire the organization with your vision.


Selling in the old world promoted the product, showcased it, handled the objections, closed… Today it is more akin to leadership. You are offering to partner with your client for the medium term as they change their organization. (You had better do this anyway, as they won’t be paying you a huge up-front sum; the revenues may be spread over a decade.) Where necessary, you will challenge their thinking in a constructive way. You will highlight opportunities they have not foreseen. You have breadth of knowledge and they have depth. You need to present your solution in strategic terms (the concept and how it confers advantage in their market), in technical terms (why it is superior, how it will work with the existing legacy) and in operational terms (how it improves efficiency or reduces risk).


4.  You need to build authentic relationships with senior people who will help you meet your quota for years to come.


This means spotting not just needy companies but people whom you can support and sell to over decades, even if they move companies (as they will, if they are the high flyers you need). You need to know yourself and what you can bring to a professional long-term advisory relationship and the sort of client you will work with best. In the solutions world, salespeople are not all pressed out of one mould; they are as different as their clients: commercial extroverts, technical introverts, political fixers. All salespeople are chameleons to some extent, but if you are going to be working with the same clients – even if you and they change companies – then the chemistry piece cannot be fabricated entirely. You will simply not be able to sustain it.


5.  Finally – and more invisibly to the client – you will need to have the same sort of relationships internally in your company.


You are the guarantee of delivery to your client; if you promise what cannot be delivered, it is your reputation and the trust they placed in you that is diminished. There is really no hiding behind a delivery manager any more. If you don’t have strong internal relationships with your own company’s technical people who will have to respond to these issues, what you can promise, in terms of tailoring or innovation with the solution basics, will be less. If you always deliver what you promised, you will ensure the renewal or the next sale.


A common feature of all successful B2B salespeople who operate in the digital world is that they have made the transition in their thinking from being interested in their own products to being interested in improving their clients’ businesses. They have become genuinely client-centric in their thinking about what they do. One said:


‘I don’t call myself a salesperson. My job is to help the clients improve what they do. That can mean different things; just listening, coaching, making introductions, giving them new ideas and, yes, proposing solutions. In the real sense of the word, a blend of interventions by our company which will create value for them and – usually – their customers. This is a good place to be. No objections to handle, just tailoring what we have to suit, insofar as we can and they are prepared to pay. Negotiation over price, of course, but within a relationship that has value to both sides. I am selling, but I’m not just a salesperson. I’m their business partner and I often have to fight for their interests internally in my company, which, sadly, talks the talk of “customer first” but walks the talk of quarterly returns.’


This would indicate that, for all the online auctions and solutions jargon, in their hearts and in their heads clients are still much the same as they were when they were wandering the savannah with their flocks 15,000 years ago. They want to know they can trust the salesperson with their daughter as much as with the longer-term health of their business.
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ENQUIRY BEFORE ADVOCACY










‘Judge others by their questions, rather than their answers.’


Voltaire


When you meet clients, the temptation to impress them with what you know, what your company offers, whom you know – and the rest – is very strong. Ask most clients about first impressions and they say that bad salespeople ‘talk too much’, whereas what impresses them is that they ‘asked really good questions’. Expertise is most powerfully demonstrated when it is in the service of the client – in other words, when it is used to frame a good question.


Good questions build relationships and enable you to listen and observe. They indicate that you want to help but on the client’s terms. In the solutions world, where outcomes are what clients value, questions reveal this to the salesperson. Armed with the answers, you can write better proposals and price solutions more effectively. All successful salespeople say that good questions are your competitive advantage in the market of people who like to pitch.


ASK QUESTIONS TO ESTABLISH CONTEXT


Here are some favourite opening questions from the sample of successful salespeople interviewed:


•  ‘I’ve read the papers but, in your view, how’s business? Would you have predicted that answer when you took the job?’


•  ‘What are the biggest changes you’ve made over the last 12 months? Were these your choice or a reaction to the environment?’


•  ‘How have these changes made the company stronger?’


•  ‘How have your team taken it?’


•  ‘And you? Sounds quite exciting. Or maybe a bit stressful?’


•  ‘In your view, where is the company still a bit complacent?’


•  ‘Why are we having this conversation now (rather than six months ago)? What are the really pressing items on your to-do list?’


Questions about the possibilities for change


Interest in and readiness for change generally have to precede any specific vision of the future and therefore a need for your solution or service. These questions relate to a meeting you have initiated with a target client:


•  ‘What are your priorities?’


•  ‘As how important do your colleagues see your list?’


•  ‘Which do you personally feel most commitment to? Why?’


•  ‘Which of these are easier and harder to deliver? Why?’


•  ‘What level of disruption does such a change imply? How keen are people to do that?’


•  ‘Which company do you envy most? Why? What do you think your company could learn from x?’


•  ‘What do you see as the missed opportunity here?’


•  ‘This is a leadership challenge, of course. Where does your company possibly compromise too much?’


•  ‘What’s the 5 per cent here which will deliver the 80 per cent improvement you want?’ (Be prepared to answer this yourself.)


Questions to explore the value of change


The value of change is either the problem resolved or the dream achieved, or the difference between the two. As no change is always the easiest option, you start by understanding the motivation:


•  ‘If this continues unchecked, what are the likely consequences?’


•  ‘What is the short-term impact of this (problem)? And longer term?’ (Explore the financial, political, human, competitive and other sorts of negative impact.)


•  ‘Are there any silver linings to this cloud? How do you ensure that this (good stuff) happens?’


•  ‘Under such circumstances, what would success look like to you? Are you sure this isn’t a little under-optimistic/too pessimistic?’


•  ‘If all goes according to plan, what does the company get in return?’


•  ‘What sorts of outcomes are realistic in the current climate? What sort of financial improvement are you hoping to achieve?’


•  ‘Is your budget fixed or variable?’ (‘If it is fixed, tell me and I will tell you if you can afford us and that will save us all time. If it is variable, let’s talk about the scope of this project and I will quote you a fair price and you will decide.’)


•  ‘Are you all really brave enough to tackle this?’


ASK QUESTIONS TO EXPLORE THE SOLUTION


The underlying assumption you make in these questions is that the client is both committed and competent. By framing the questions positively, you wait for them to tell you that not everything in the garden is quite as rosy as you might imagine.


•  ‘Exciting strategies are seldom without risk and I guess you have evaluated them. What are the main ones right now?’


•  ‘You use words like [“new”, “innovative”] to describe what you’re planning. This sometimes indicates some gaps in competence or experience. What are you doing to plug any such gaps?’


•  ‘The company must have undertaken big complex changes like this many times… What has been your experience of how well they do this? What did you learn from the experience?’


•  ‘Whose heads are on the block over this? Or maybe that’s the wrong thing to ask. Who gets the bouquet if this all goes well? How positive are they feeling about this initiative?’


•  ‘Can you tell me something about the options you have considered for how to do this? Which one did you choose? Why?’


•  ‘Do you think you will end up compromising, or are the right people brave enough to push through the best option?’


•  ‘What don’t you know about this particular change? What difference would it make to have a good answer to that question?’


•  ‘What might either improve the chances of success or the speed at which you can make the transition?’


•  ‘Which competitor do you envy?’


•  ‘I’m sure you have discussed this, but some of this will involve moving into new territory. Which parts of all this may turn out not to be core competencies or processes for your business?’


ASK QUESTIONS TO ENGAGE THEM WITH YOUR SOLUTION


You need to get permission before firing off your expertise or opinions. Possible questions to ask include:


•   ‘Would you like an outsider’s view?’


•  ‘Can I share some of our experiences in this area?’


•  ‘We have done some thinking about this whole topic. Would you be interested in hearing some preliminary conclusions?’


•  ‘A lot of this – particularly some of the dilemmas and decisions you have highlighted – sounds similar to what we encountered on [name project/client]. Can I tell you something about what we have discovered working with other clients on similar themes?’


•  ‘I guess you must have considered that there might be some advantages to partnering with others on this journey or I wouldn’t be here. Is there anything specific in either our communications or what you know about our company that piqued your curiosity?’


Once you have got this permission, your aim is to continue the dialogue. (Imagine you have provided a case study or story about another (anonymized) client or some researched analysis and conclusions.) Again, you do not wish to ‘teach’ them until or unless they give you the green light:


•  ‘That was our/my experience. Does this sound anything like what might happen here?’


•  ‘What do you think of that story?’


•  ‘Some of this looks relevant to your situation. What do you think?’


•  ‘Obviously, this is a different company, a different time and one context will never be identical to yours, but is there anything I’ve said that’s relevant to your situation?’


Follow-up


Follow-up is generally a range of actions. The key is to make sure that any action you take is matched by some reciprocal action from them – even if this is only token. This establishes a ‘working with’ relationship, not the ‘working for’ relationship associated with product sales. Typical goals will be:


•  to secure a follow-up meeting, possibly with other stakeholders – if you think they are really interested (and you have the means), this could be a more formal offer of a workshop to discuss the issue with some experts from your team


•  to provide more information – for example, other case studies – with the commitment from them to review these with people who were involved in the situation


•  to introduce a specialist who can ask more detailed technical questions – perhaps engaging with the technical people on the client side


•  to get a meeting with their boss about the subject.


Questions to get to the next stage


Possible questions to ask include:


•  ‘I’ve found this conversation really interesting. I hope you have, too. There are a number of ways we could take this forward…’ (Make suggestions.)


•  ‘If you are interested in this topic – and this is completely without obligation, of course – what would be a good next step? I will send you my notes from this meeting and maybe you could indicate any of your colleagues who might also have a view we should understand in order to see if there may be a way we can assist you with what you are trying to do…’


•  ‘Where would you like to take this conversation?’


•  ‘Thank you for your time. I can see some things here we might be able to help you with, but I’m wondering what you think would be a good next step.’


•  ‘Obviously, we would like to find some area in which we could make a proposal to help you achieve what you want. But at this point I don’t have a clear enough idea what that might look like. I can suggest some options if you would like, but usually this is less helpful to people than some other examples and material. If I send you some more targeted material, can we agree a date to discuss this?’




	Putting it all together



	Questions open up and close down areas of enquiry, but they are more use in relationship-building terms than statements. Although each solution needs a set of questions with which to ascertain the client’s potential needs, these may not always be useful in the first meeting.
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LOGIC OPENS THE MIND, EMOTION OPENS THE WALLET










‘If I had asked my customers what they wanted, they would have said a faster horse.’


Henry Ford


The idea that something is good for you – regular exercise, reading War and Peace – does not immediately make it desirable. We are rational about what we want to spend our time or money on, but only up to a point, as advertisers and marketeers know well. More basic drives – to be attractive, to be admired for our status – have to be invoked, if you want some people to buy gym membership or copies of Tolstoy’s novel. The offer to save you 15 per cent on your car insurance – guaranteed! – is resistible to the consumer because either we don’t really need to make the saving (and therefore can’t be bothered) or because 15 per cent doesn’t sound like a good deal when the premiums go up again after 12 months and the process has to begin again.


In moderately well-run markets for commodity services like banking and energy, consumers do not all shift their business every time there is a better offer, as market investigations by regulators often discover. They conclude that the market isn't working as well as it might, but the complexity of finding out the real information, looking at all the deals (think of telephone tariffs), many of which are market share gainers, not long-term strategic positions, mean that, as consumers, we don’t always seek the ‘best’ deal.


B2B selling, at first sight, is mainly about a reasoned argument for something being good for your company, and this is usually the starting point for most cold calls and marketing activity. ‘We have analysed the sales order processing in over 100 companies and found that those who use our solution can experience up to 40 per cent productivity improvements.’ But just because we should change our sales order processing doesn’t mean we will, because there are other factors that influence our decisions apart from the bottom line.


Advice to buyers represents the process as a rational sequence of actions, something like this:


1.  Problem/opportunity recognition


2.  Description of the general need


3.  Specification of the solution needed


4.  Supplier search


5.  Request for proposal


6.  Supplier selection


7.  Performance review


8.  Renewal/repeat process again


This rationality is because all organizations have people whose job it is to make Process X competitive and to find ways to improve it. They read articles showing the opportunities; they attend conferences where improvements to quality and cost are routinely discussed; they review ideas in department meetings for changing the way that things are done. But, just as for consumers, they aren’t entirely rational in the way they go though the sequence of actions. For example, embedded suppliers are embedded not just because they offer a good deal, but because beds are warm and comfortable and people like to stay in them.


DEMONSTRATE, RATIONALLY, THE OPPORTUNITY FOR CHANGE


To overcome this tendency to conservatism ultimately takes emotion. People have to feel passionately about the alternative, not just accept that rationally it is a good idea.


But it starts with a reasoned argument. Business guru John Kotter said that the first stage of any change was to highlight ‘the opportunity for change’ but not the specifics of any proposal or vision. This warms people up to the idea that they might be missing out on something wonderful. Note the language: the opportunity for change, not the problem you have. People need to feel that there is something that they can move towards rather than away from if they are going to persevere. Although we are all to some extent motivated to change things that are wrong, the ‘away from’ motivation is undirected and once the worst of the problem has been fixed we tend to lose the motivation to change. Losing weight without a target is an example of this. Trying to frighten people into changing never works; they retreat into their shells.


‘When they ask me to tell them about our business, I start with a brief overview of what we have seen in organizations recently, as it relates to our areas of competence and the services we sell. Everybody loves to know what other people are up to. They are only interested in us insofar as we can be of use to them. I do it in a matter-of-fact sort of way, anonymously about clients, but lots of stats, lots of reassuring evidence that the world is on a journey, but no judgement and not a lot of interpretation. “This is what we find” – that’s the message. Depending on the sort of person they are, I tell them about some of the amazing things which our clients are doing too – new products, great campaigns. At some point the client picks up on some fact they find interesting and relate it to their situation, either to highlight that they are better or worse than this position I’m describing. This gets us into specifics. People like specifics, trading numbers. “Why don’t people do something about this?” they ask when they are better than most, which means I can pick up on something that they have said and ask the same question.’


It is possible that one client will want exactly what another client has achieved, but unlikely. The value of a solution is about the context as well as the performance, and identical contexts are rare. Focusing on other clients’ improvements raises in the client’s mind the issue of potentially better outcomes for their business, in their context. Their reason tells them ‘We could do this better, faster, cheaper than we do now’ and this starts them thinking about how and with whom.


FIND OUT WHO ELSE SEES THINGS THE SAME WAY


The link between the possibility and a solution they will pay for lies in people, not in product. Salespeople know that any solution of any complexity will involve a range of decision-makers, sponsors and stakeholders. To achieve this will require support – or your prospect, no matter how enthused, may be marginalized by less enthused stakeholders.


A key question when the client seems interested is ‘Who else might see this as an opportunity?’ Marshalling the forces of a group of interested people is a change leadership strategy that works well for salespeople, too. Providing a workshop facilitator from your organization to discuss ideas might be a good next step. Show the interested members of the department some alternative futures and discuss them. Highlight the change issues related to some of these choices. They know that you are selling, but they can also recognize that you are helping.


‘The consultative sell is really what you have to do. Because they can find out everything on the Internet or from talking with colleagues in other companies, there isn’t much chance of blagging anybody any more. You have to be prepared to discover that your solution isn’t right for them and that you have wasted your time. Except you haven’t. You just had access to a whole IT department, which would have taken you months of cold-calling. You should be able to make something out of that, surely?’


EXCITE THEM WITH A VISION, ONE YOU CO-CREATE


If there is a constituency of agreement about the general opportunity, the group can then – with your help – move to defining more precisely what that vision of loveliness might actually look like. There are many opportunities to bring in specialists of all sorts from your company to help their specialists with their thinking; what’s possible, what others are doing, what’s a waste of time in practice, the 20 per cent that delivers the 80 per cent of the value. They might prefer to hire consultants to do this, being ‘solution-agnostic’, as if consultants really were. Consultants who benchmark options for the client will be contacting their network anyway, so this may or may not be that objective. The complete list of suppliers might not ‘play ball’ with the consultants. You are more likely to know about the competition in the space than consultants, as you go up against them every day…


It all comes back to trust, again.


It is the vision that makes them think about spending money. When they all have some emotional engagement, they will be more likely to look for the budget. When collectively they feel excited by what they might be about to do, when they have a goal that quickens the pulse, they are more likely to advocate change within the company and the company is more likely to respond with some cash.




	Putting it all together



	
Deciding to institute a change is both a rational and an emotional process:


•  From the rational perspective, we analyse, we think differently, then make a change.


•  From the emotional perspective, we see, we feel differently, then make a change.




	The process starts with a rational appraisal of the opportunity for beneficial change; no clear solution, just analysis of a hunch or an idea. When this is confirmed, an interested group starts working on a more precise vision of what that change might look and feel like. From this emerges the desire to change in a particular direction… and the case for funding.



	If you sell solutions, you are selling change, and the use of these two aspects of organizations needs to be managed carefully. The old model of introducing a new system and forcing people to change their behaviour as a result only really works quickly when the commitment to use the system and change the behaviour has occurred before it is introduced. The desire to change is an emotional acceptance of a future state. It helps to have been part of designing it.
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IT’S WORTH WHAT CLIENTS BELIEVE










‘Because it is hard for a competitor to offer the full spectrum of capabilities comprising a well-designed solution bundle, it’s much easier to protect premium pricing in a solution sale than in a traditional product sale.’


Dixon and Adamson


If value in B2B trades is principally about outcomes such as increasing revenues, lowering costs and reducing risks, you would imagine that the client’s perception of value would be a rational one. You could indeed present a cost comparison between your solution and what an identical outcome is currently costing the client, and the demonstrated saving would be a logical way to present the value of what you offer. You could also compare the costs and benefits of your solution with others in the market. You might perhaps demonstrate additional benefits such as time savings and quality improvements, which are possible because of the larger volumes your company would be processing for the client.


But despite such calculations – which are important in assessing how much the client might reasonably be expected to pay – the real judgement is about the value-in-use of your service, and the less tangible outcomes that your solution or service produces. These assessments are influenced by perceptions of the value of political influence, enhanced reputation, increased trust in the team, customer satisfaction, perceived or actual scarcity, brand value, aesthetics, convenience to users and many other aspects. Many of these assessments are situational and about relationships as well as hard numbers.


After the event, clients recognize this. What do you most hope to hear when you return to see clients and check how the solution is delivering? ‘You are expensive but good value for money.’ When you do these reviews, you learn what people really value, which can be different from what the solution delivers.


A salesman who had been a project manager recalled a client’s perception of value, after the project was over:


‘The consulting project we did which helped Ford to produce the first globally sourced motor car – the Mondeo in Europe and other models elsewhere – was designed to save the company billions of dollars over the lifetime of the car. Mind you, the fees were substantial – one of the biggest consulting projects we ever did. After the two-year project was over, the partner and I were collecting feedback by interviewing client members of the team. We asked the standard question, “What did we do that really added value on this project?” to all the clients involved, from the vice-president to co-opted team members. Bob – a Ford lifetime buyer approaching retirement – who had been with the project throughout and seen it all, said; “Shoot, that’s a hard one…” He thought a bit and then said, “You remember that time we were waiting outside the boardroom in Dearborn and I was about to do my first presentation to the board? I was really nervous, although you had prepared us well. But you just sat there and talked calmly and sorta held our hand before we went in. That I will always remember. That was valuable.” I couldn’t remember the moment at all; it must have been spontaneous. Billions saved, but this was what value meant to him.’


‘Good value for money’ means different things to different people and the bottom-line benefits must be there – your solution must do what it says on the tin. But for most clients it is the realization that you are responsive, easy to do business with, considerate and sensitive of their situation that creates the recognition of that value.


Perceived value is about the situation as well as your solution.


ASK STAKEHOLDERS TO DESCRIBE WHAT SUCCESS LOOKS AND FEELS LIKE


It is well known in market research that consumers cannot describe a solution or product to fill a gap they are unaware of. No focus group could have dreamed up the iPod. But when they are shown a new product, customers will give a view. The same process may be relevant to clients considering solutions with which they are unfamiliar. Often, the proposal drafting process does this in terms of what the new good might look like, but the exploration may not go far enough.


When you have defined the performance criteria for the solution – the best commercial option – you need to find out about your client’s ‘value context’ – what aspects of the change they would value. You need to ask stakeholders more about:


•  how they feel now about what they currently have


•  what success or ‘better’ looks like


•  how this changed state would make them and others feel


•  how this changed state would be different from what they have now


•  how you can help them get the ‘best of both worlds’.


Your aim is to open up their thinking about the future as well as to understand what they value (and what they don’t) about your solution and its implementation. Some will list the bottom-line effects and others will either underplay them or not mention them at all.




	Furthermore



	If you need a structure to collect these ideas, it is helpful to think of comparing these answers with the standard list of generic benefits, with the acronym SPACED: safety, performance, appearance, convenience/comfort, dependability/durability.






WORK OUT WHICH ‘SOFT’ ASPECTS OF THE CHANGE ARE LIKELY TO BE MOST VALUED


When you have lists of ‘must haves’ and ‘nice to haves’, you will need to prioritize these and integrate them into your proposal. Here are some valued aspects of change to consider. (They will not be valued by everyone and not everybody will experience them.)


•  New skills to learn


•  Different people to interact with


•  Fresh challenges


•  More control over my time


•  New ways of thinking


•  Less routine work – more problem-solving


•  Better use of my existing skills


•  Enhanced status or reputation


•  New beginnings; the chance to reinvent myself


•  New opportunities


Some solutions providers carry out this sort of work only when the contract has been signed, as a means to identify potential barriers to acceptance and to think about how best to plan the implementation. Exploring the other ‘wins’ from your solution might differentiate you in the eyes of the customers and also demonstrate your commitment to helping them make the best of the situation.


SHAPE YOUR SOLUTION TO REFLECT THESE ASPECTS OF VALUE


When IBM became a global services company in the 1990s, many of the services that are now charged for were given away free with the large computers they sold. Services like training in the use of new systems were known as the ‘gift wrapping’ and salespeople did not consider the cost (or the value) of these ‘add-ons’ and their outcomes. For the clients themselves, however, there was little point in having an expensive computer that nobody was ready to use, so this perception of value was almost overlooked; at the outset IBM was a technology company with good client relationships, but not a services company.


Although this would never happen now – people are much more aware of how the context shapes customer perceptions of value – some traces of this sort of thinking remain, particularly in companies providing highly engineered solutions. If your delivery team is dominated by the functional or commercial perception of value alone, they may miss a very real opportunity to add more value and get another sale. When you look at what aspects of a solution people use, it is different from what aspects of the solution people like and value.




	Putting it all together



	As solutions are flexible, you can adapt them to the customer’s ‘value context’. This will materially influence the value perception of your solution-in-use. Exploring this aspect of the sales process will not only help you to tailor the solution but will also enhance the value – and the price a client may be prepared to pay.



	At first sight, it is the economic value of the solution that appeals to customers; that is what starts the process of investigation of alternatives. But retrospectively these things are not as important to people’s perceptions of value. What was the original rationale becomes a hygiene factor, something that is a baseline for expectation. It is the promise of delivering not only the economic but also the human outcomes that will enable you to deliver a solution that is ‘reassuringly expensive’.
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