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Foreword
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by John E. Pepper



Chairman & CEO (retired), Procter & Gamble


I found Bag the Elephant! How to Win & Keep BIG Customers to be a very practical and accessible presentation of how to successfully develop a long-term relationship with big clients. This book will help prepare you—and those on your team—for long-term success. It tells you how to understand the culture and the organizational structure as well as other things you need to know about major clients. It provides ideas and techniques for developing your prospect list, making winning presentations, creating champions inside your client, and negotiating the contract. It presents a value-oriented approach for building alliances, serving the clients’ needs, and dealing with crises. Not least, it helps you avoid mistakes that can derail you.


This is not one of those how-to books that tries to teach some mechanical formula or addresses issues from 40,000 feet. Rather, it addresses a range of important strategic success factors with substance and straightforward language. What makes this book especially valuable is its reliance on personal and relevant stories growing from Steve Kaplan’s personal experience and their presentation in a highly conversational style.


Procter & Gamble benefited significantly from Steve’s experience, his ideas, and his creativity. He and his company (SCA) provided services to a large number of our brands operating across several of our divisions. During the seven years that Steve worked with P&G, he contributed insights into both our processes and our programs. He contributed to productive change within our market research, marketing operations, production, and purchasing areas. He also supported several new product introductions with his ideas and techniques.


If you gain close to the benefits that we at P&G did from the experiences and concepts which Steve communicates in his new book, you will find this a very worthwhile read.


John E. Pepper joined Procter & Gamble in 1963. He was elected group vice president in 1980, joined the board of directors in 1984, was named president of P&G in 1986, then served as CEO and chairman (1995–1999) and as chairman of the board (2000–2002). He has served on the boards of Xerox, Motorola, Boston Scientific Corporation, the Partnership for a Drug-Free America, and the National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, as co-chair of the National Underground Railroad Freedom Center, and as chairman of the United States Advisory Committee for Trade and Policy Negotiations. He is now vice president for finance and administration of Yale University.





Preface
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A Word from Steve Kaplan



Have you ever dreamed of landing that big account? That monster contract that would put you over the top? You’ve probably entertained the hope of dramatically increasing the size of your profits—and your paycheck. Perhaps you’ve already had a taste of the prosperity that can be yours when you ink the paperwork linking you with that big customer—the “Elephant.”


Would you like to learn a strategy that can skyrocket your odds of winning that big payoff, hanging onto that Elephant, and repeating the accomplishment again and again?


If you’re the owner of a small or medium-sized business with sales of up to $200 million, I’ll tell you the ins and outs of these giant companies—what you need to know and how you need to think in order to win them over as customers. I’ll show you why you don’t need to be afraid of Elephants—because they need you as much as you need them. I’ll give you real-world advice on how to execute a successful Bag the Elephant strategy:


• How to position your company for that huge customer


• How to select the best Elephant for you


• How to avoid the killer mistakes that can bury your company


• How to negotiate with a huge company


• How to use your Elephant as a resource for more than just profit


• How to deal with big-company demands and maximize your profits at the same time


• How to use their bureaucracy to increase your profits


• How to get all of your employees onboard a total company effort to Bag the Elephant


If you’re a salesperson or sales manager, I don’t have to tell you the advantages of landing those big accounts—that’s something you dream about every night. I’ll give you the insider information that will put you way ahead of your competitors:


• How to navigate your way through huge companies


• How to identify and secure internal champions


• How to build strong alliances within the big company to keep them needing you


• How to understand and leverage the Elephant’s buying and decision-making process


• How to match the right salesperson with the right company


• How to position your sales approach for maximum effectiveness


If you’re an executive or a manager in a larger company, you know how hard it is to achieve strong growth by chasing small accounts. As the person in charge of growing your department, division, or piece of the business, you’ll quickly appreciate the value of an Elephant strategy. I’ll show you


• How the Elephant strategy can help you to exceed your company objectives


• How to maximize profits through the Elephant process


• How to set that divisional Elephant culture


• How to set up your own bureaucracy to make the Elephant feel at home


• How to manage client expectations and respond effectively to crises


• How to recruit and cultivate champions inside the client company


If you’re an accountant, artist, attorney, chiropractor, consultant, landscaper, or other professional with your own practice, you’re in charge of getting clients and bringing in revenue. You probably don’t spend much time thinking about getting that big new client; you may even have a distaste for selling or marketing. But when you read this book and learn about the strategy, I think you will find that it can work for you, too. I’ll show you


• How to evolve to that next-level client and grow your business


• How to increase your client base using a simple, logical, proven strategy


• How to position your business to be desirable to big clients


• How to talk the language of the big company


• How to knock on prospects’ doors


• How to get the most from your sales and marketing effort


• How to find the leverage you need for negotiating with your prospect


I’ve used this approach successfully, over and over again, to secure high-dollar business from the biggest of the big customers.
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My First Elephant


Why do I think it will work for you? Because I’ve used this approach successfully, over and over again, to secure high-dollar business from the biggest of the big customers. I’ve taught it to many other business owners, salespeople, and professionals with spectacular results. It’s a mindset, an attitude toward competition, a set of techniques that I put together the hard way—by personal experience over many years.


I’ve owned, managed, or consulted with more than 100 businesses—from runaway winners to outright dogs. One thing the winners have in common is that they all remember the exact moment they knew they had made it big. In nearly every case, that moment came when they “bagged their first Elephant”—won their first customer big enough to provide the cash flow and profits they had long craved. Then, refreshed and replenished, they could finally realize their dreams, finesse their products and services, hire more people, and capture even bigger Elephants.


Why do I call these giant companies “Elephants”? Because they are huge, slow-moving, ponderous, strong, slow to react, often loveable, sometimes stubborn—and because they require enormous amounts of input, which, if you can make it your job to supply, can bring you great financial rewards. Elephants are also smart, sometimes dangerous, uniquely individual, and equipped with long memories—all reasons for you to be super-cautious and respectful when dealing with them.




The Start of Something Big


Since bagging my first Elephant, I’ve sold to more than 100 others, including, to name just a few:


• AOL


• Citibank


• Columbia House


• Ford Motor Company


• General Foods


• General Mills


• Gruner & Jahr


• Hershey Chocolate Company


• Johnson & Johnson


• Kellogg Company


• Merck


• Nestlé Foods


• SC Johnson & Sons


• Sprint


• Time Warner


• Unilever


• a Lambert





I remember exactly where I was when I got the call from my own first Elephant. It was the second year of my business. Swamped with debt, my company had been struggling to survive. My six employees and I were barely getting by, living paycheck to paycheck on meager orders from small companies. My confidence was as shaky as my bank account. Then an assistant brand manager at Procter & Gamble made the call that changed my life: he said the company had decided to give me a shot at marketing one of its products.


I had long sensed that to realize my dreams, I’d need a big company as a customer. Knowing where I needed to go was easy; the hard part was figuring out how to get there. Not only did I have no idea how big companies operated, I had no big-company contacts, minimal sales, and hardly any cash to work with. I couldn’t imagine why a big company would have any interest in a small company like mine.


I decided to target Procter & Gamble, but I knew it would be an uphill fight. For starters, I lived in Chicago, but Procter & Gamble operated out of Cincinnati. Because my company was running on fumes, I had to slash costs however I could. I borrowed a friend’s car to chauffeur my clients around when they came to town—my own car was a beater that stalled about 50 percent of the time. I parked at airport hotels so I could slip inside their free airport shuttle buses. And because I had only one suit, I had to schedule meetings so I wouldn’t run into the same people twice.


Unless you’ve actually built and operated a successful business yourself, you can’t really understand the true concerns of the business owner.


Fast-forward five years, and my once-tiny company was being paid close to $30 million a year by P&G to help it market more than fifty products, including such well-known brands as Tide, Crest, Scope, and Pringles.


Over the years, I nurtured these early relationships with P&G and other large corporate customers until some of my colleagues and I were sitting in on many high-level strategy sessions with them as they decided how to launch their newest products—a display of confidence that most suppliers in our industry could only dream of.


It didn’t happen by accident. The strategy that got me there paved the way for more gratifying relationships with other large corporations. In the end, my company grew into the largest business in its industry. I set out to grow my business by selling to Elephants, and I achieved so much success with this strategy that I eventually became an Elephant myself, with annual sales of $250 million.


The Missing Ingredient


Over the past ten years, I’ve delved into the inner workings of large corporate bureaucracies and have been able to capitalize on these insights to help small companies grab a share of their business.


But when I was starting out, I scrambled around for advice, data, or anything else that might help me snag a big customer. What I needed in my life was someone with practical knowledge, experience, and a record of success who was willing to spend the time to make the difference in my business. The problem for me—and, I imagine, for you—is that no one like this existed. Friends and family can’t help; unless you’ve actually built and operated a successful business yourself, you can’t really understand the true concerns of the business owner. You won’t know what it’s like to sacrifice time away from family and friends, lying awake at 3:00 AM beating yourself up over a mistake you may have made, or feeling the pressure of worrying about not only providing for your loved ones but protecting your employees and their families.


This is why I wrote Bag the Elephant!, the first in a series of books designed to provide a firsthand approach to solving the real issues of business owners, managers, salespeople, and professionals. This book addresses head-on many of the doubts that are probably going through your mind right now:


• “My business doesn’t lend itself to big customers.”


One of the first things this book will show you is that almost any business in any industry can get big customers—it’s just a matter of knowing where to look.


• “I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”


Beginning is the toughest part. Once you’ve made the commitment, it gets easier.


• “I’ve tried to get big customers, but it just didn’t work out.”


Chances are at the time you didn’t know what you needed to succeed. You may have gone after the wrong customer or mischaracterized your pitch. Try again, using my Bag the Elephant strategy.


Your Secret Weapon


Imagine that you know how big companies operate, know how to position yourself and your business to meet big customers’ needs, know what roadblocks may impede success, know which pitfalls to avoid, and know how best to approach, negotiate, and bag your Elephants. I’d hate to be your competitor!


I have personal experience that affirms how important this knowledge is for everyone in your business. I’ve been a sales rep, a team member, and a business owner. When I was growing my first business, I sold in the daytime and ran the business at night. Even when my company was at the $15 million level, I still accounted for 90 percent of its sales.


Much of what I’ve learned, the knowledge I wish to pass along to you, came out of my view from the other end of the telescope. I know how Elephants think, what Elephants feel, how Elephants act, because not only have I sought after and sold to Elephants, I’ve been the Elephant that other business owners, professional practitioners, and salespeople have sought to corral. I know what the big guys look for when they’re buying.
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Bag the Elephant! is the distillation of that knowledge. Now that you’ve got it, here’s how to use it.


Read the book—the whole book—and be sure you understand the complete strategy. Don’t just dip in here and there or skip chapters looking for clever tactics to use. It’s the whole package that works; the overall strategy is far more important than the individual procedures or tactics. It’s also important to absorb the nuances, the many details that make the difference between a thorough understanding and a superficial acquaintance with the strategy. Be sure to visit my Web site, www.differencemaker.com, as well. I set up this Web site to give you access to more tools—charts, templates, and worksheets—to guide you in your quest. You can download many of these tools at no cost.


Share it with your sales force. This book represents a decade of experience in capturing large customers. All material is my work, and it’s been used many times with much success. The concepts and strategies should be communicated to your sales staff. After all, they’re directly involved in the effort, and the approach I discuss will help them increase overall sales.


Share it with your whole team. Whether you have one employee or a thousand, you’ll need to instill the “big customer” culture throughout your business. It’s a group effort, and the material in this book will go far in getting everyone on the same page.


This isn’t a feel-good book; I’m not just going to tell you what I think you want to hear. It’s not a “business-speak” book; you won’t find me using trendy business clichés like “win-win,” “synergy,” or “holistic.” What you’ll find is straight talk about growing your business by getting big customers and keeping them loyal to you.


I had to learn the secrets in this book the hard way—by trial and error, accident and determination, mistakes and triumphs over many years. You, however, sitting in an armchair or on a plane or train for a few hours, can learn the basics well enough to take them into the field and start seriously pursuing those giant contracts.


Getting that big customer requires a big commitment. If you’re willing to take responsibility for the success or failure of your business, and if you’re ready to make the commitment necessary to change, this is the book for you. Read it, use it, and watch your business succeed beyond your wildest expectations. Stay the course, and that success can change your life.


The Elephants are waiting.


—Steve Kaplan





Part I
YOUR ELEPHANT IS WAITING
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The Third Path




Achieving Lasting Growth and Profits



There are three basic business stories. No matter whether it’s a giant multinational corporation or a mom-and-pop corner store, based in a home office or a giant office complex, every business that gets off the ground follows one of three basic paths. It’s a simple fact of life in the business world. What makes this fact somewhat scary is that only one of these paths leads to lasting prosperity.


This third path, the one that brings you out on top, is not an easy or foolproof path. It is strewn with obstacles and dangers; it takes brains, guts, and a lot of hard work. To get on this path and follow it to success, you have to do one of two things: either make a lot of small sales to more and more small buyers, or make a few big sales to a few big customers.


In my experience, it’s better to sell to a few big customers. Why? Because you can do it quicker, with fewer staff, with less capital investment, less advertising—and it’s easier to develop meaningful relationships.


So—why don’t you find most business, sales, and professional people on my road to big-company sales success? Two big reasons:


• Many business owners, executives, sales professionals, and private practitioners would rather have a very large number of customers because they feel it’s safer, and because they like the idea of running a large company with massive capital investment and hundreds or thousands of employees.


• Many of the rest—those who see the advantages of the big-customer strategy—either don’t know how to go about it or are afraid to take what they see as a path strewn with risks.


This means the big-company path, the road to rapid, sustainable growth through the cultivation of a few big customers, is open to you—if you understand the principles, strategies, and tactics and execute them better than your competitors.


First, though, let’s look at the three pathways, so you can see more clearly what you’ve got to avoid, as well as the one true path that will bring you out in the right place.


The Trail of the Snail


Don Clark owns Dive Right In, a neighborhood store in Phoenix specializing in above-ground pools, pool supplies, and outdoor gas grills. Although he’s been in business six years and puts in sixty hours a week, he’s barely staying afloat. He ekes out about 3 percent growth a year, just ahead of inflation. (Three percent growth might be fine if you’re a big company, but Dive Right In is not.) No matter how Don has tried to breathe life into his company—varying his product line, hiring more salespeople—he never sees the results he needs. Instead, he’s resigned to waiting for a miracle to fall from the sky. He’s in a rut.


Don’s story is all too common. In fact, more than half the business owners I evaluate are on the Snail Trail. Their lives are their livelihoods; they grind away at it, but they never reap the rewards.




The Three Business Stories


The Trail of the Snail
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The Arc of the Shooting Star
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The “Bag the Elephant” Track
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Why does this happen?


In most cases, lackluster businesses stay that way because the owner sees no way out.


Don, like so many others, has became a victim of his own devotion. He gives his all to making his store a success and fools himself into thinking success is just around the corner. His identity is wrapped up in his business. In fact, this emotional investment has so clouded his judgment that even his life savings are at risk. He can no longer face hard facts.


Other business people end up on the Snail Trail simply because of financial strain. They’ve got three kids in school, a mortgage, two car payments, four maxed-out credit cards, and no margin for error. They know something has to change, but they’re afraid to rock the boat (also bought on credit). What if they lose the trickle of income that keeps them afloat?


The fear of change can span generations in a business, getting stronger all the time. A father brings his sons and daughters into the business, hoping an infusion of youth will bring growth. But when they suggest improvements that entail necessary risks, he resists, and the lethargic business stays stuck in its rut, having to support more and more households.


In most cases, lackluster businesses stay that way because the owner sees no way out. In particular, the owner cannot figure out how to snag the one big client that could be the answer to the company’s prayers.


Businesses that continue down the Snail Trail are living on the edge. They have little resilience. Any glitch could be their downfall. Events beyond their control—illness, economic downturn, an increase in the price of raw materials, the loss of a key employee, a delay in receivables—could also prove fatal.


If you follow the Trail of the Snail, you’ll probably run out of time before you run out of road.



The Arc of the Shooting Star



Rob and Jeff are great friends. They attended college together and cooperated on some odd jobs, then became business partners. Rob is a sales genius, Jeff an operations wiz.


This happens to a third of all businesses. Sales skyrocket, more people are hired, everyone is smiling—and suddenly it’s all over.


Both men are electronic buffs. Working out of Rob’s home, they buy old electronics appliances from flea markets and garage sales for about ten cents on the dollar. Inside Rob’s garage, using such high-tech tools as toothbrushes and soldering guns, they clean the rust and dust off the old parts, disassemble and refurbish them, and sell them to local manufacturers and hardware stores. Their labor costs are minimal—mostly their own time, supplemented by free labor from friends who take pity on them. Their cutthroat pricing, however, shows the competition no mercy.


Rob, a master relationship builder, begins snuggling up to several large companies, which start generating large profits for the two men. Then they move into a small complex and hire some real employees to help out. Rob eventually persuades a leading appliance manufacturer to sign a $12 million parts contract.


The deal begets many others. Before Rob and Jeff can catch their breath, the twenty-seven-year-old college buddies are raking in sales of almost $200 million per year. They’ve hired more than 150 employees, automated their refurbishing process, and bought a swanky complex with a swimming pool and racquetball court. They’ve blazed above the business horizon like a shooting star. They can’t believe their luck.


Thirteen months later, their star fizzles and falls from the sky.


This happens to at least a third of the businesses I’ve observed. At first, they grow fast. Sales skyrocket, more people are hired, everyone is smiling—and then, suddenly, it’s all over.


What’s happening here?


More likely than not, this business has fallen victim to its own success. In more than 90 percent of Shooting Star companies I’ve seen, the business reaches a new level of success by generating lots of business from big customers. The usual small-business problems that once nagged—meeting payroll, short-term cash flow—become distant memories, not worth thinking about. Now, rather than worrying about how to make ends meet, the owners worry about what they’ll do with all their money. It’s euphoria time.


While it lasts, that is. In most cases, one of the following stumbling blocks emerges:


• The business attracts more and more customers but lets its operations lag.


• With success comes greater customer service expectations—standards that the business cannot yet meet.


• New customer demands leave no time for long-term planning and strategy; the owners barely have time to satisfy short-term customer needs.


The result? The big clients that once generated so much excitement become disenchanted and eventually withdraw. But because of the “burn rate” from paying for all the new hires and expansion, coupled with the reduction in cash flow, the business meets a sudden and ugly crash.


In short, the Shooting Star business falls out of the sky because it fails to perform two tasks that are key to its survival:


• Capture more big customers to feed its growing business


• Ratchet up the business’s infrastructure to meet those big customers’ needs and demands.


After a year or so of healing, Rob and Jeff get back on the horse. Jeff goes to work for a large electronics company in the Chicago area. Rob opens another business, an online company specializing in finding and reselling liquidated items. Using his big-customer experience, he’s been able to align with yet another big client, but this time he’s being much smarter about managing his growth.



The “Bag the Elephant” Track



In Austin, Texas, far from the big-city advertising centers of New York and Chicago, six new University of Texas graduates decide in 1971 to form their own ad agency, GSD&M, with a bold new vision: using big ideas to get big results, to “create something that was not there before.” From the beginning, they seek to ally themselves with big companies.


One of those big companies is Southwest Airlines, headed by Herb Kelleher, its irreverent and charismatic chairman/CEO/president. By 1981, after only ten years, Southwest is already a major player, with over a quarter of a billion dollars in annual revenue—and growing fast.


Sensing a rare opportunity to hitch their wagon to a rising star, GSD&M, led by founder Roy Spence, pitches an innovative ad campaign based on the idea of “flying for peanuts.” Southwest buys it and becomes the agency’s first Elephant in 1981. In the years that follow, GSD&M and Southwest grow and prosper together. Southwest turns again and again to the ambitious, visionary ad agency that helped it achieve its early marketing success—and they’re still together, with GSD&M creating the lion’s share of Southwest’s advertising.




You Can Win Big if You Do Four Things


• Attract, keep, and leverage big clients.


• Acquire the strategic and tactical expertise you need to scale up your business.


• Instill a big-business culture.


• Have the courage to make the changes needed to grow.





With the kick-start provided by this first big client, GSD&M becomes the third-largest advertising agency in the United States ($1.5 billion annual revenue) by signing other big clients, such as Sam Walton’s revolutionary Wal-Mart, as well as DreamWorks, PGA Tour, MasterCard, AARP, Charles Schwab, and the U.S. Olympic Committee. GSD&M’s new “Idea City”—in reality, its Austin headquarters—is a wildly creative environment with separate “neighborhoods” for copywriters and financial planners, thirty “war rooms” designed to foster creative thinking, a Ping-Pong table in a soundproofed room, even a life-size stuffed cow on a pulley. Known for its innovative work, GSD&M, now a subsidiary of the Omnicon Group, has been named “Agency of the Year” six times by AdWeek magazine.


Obviously GSD&M’s winning path—following the “Bag the Elephant” Track—is where you want to be. That’s the easy part, as you know. But getting there is much harder—so much harder that very few businesses ever find their way.


To be one of these happy few, get to know how GSD&M differed from its cohorts on the Shooting Star path, who were consumed with skyrocketing growth at all costs. Unlike them, companies like GSD&M usually grow steadily, even vigorously, but always under control, never letting their customer list outpace their infrastructure.


Sure, it’s a long road, but it’s worth the trip, because


• Continued success, growth, and profits will let you reap the financial gains a successful business can bring in.


• Selling the business to another company will allow you to capture your company’s earnings or revenues many times over—as well as a chance to make a graceful exit.


• Merging with another company will typically yield you some cash and let you align with another company that facilitates faster growth.


• Family succession will let you spend time with your loved ones and help them succeed, all while earning money.


Although almost all business, sales, and professional people fancy themselves on this winning path, the truth is that most of them are actually on the Trail of the Snail or the Arc of the Shooting Star. This is not necessarily a death sentence, of course. Many on the Snail Trail are able to pay their bills well enough to get by, and some Shooting Stars manage to relight themselves and blaze anew across the sky.


But neither of these paths promises you a good chance of surviving and thriving over the long haul. You’re more likely to end up among the tens of thousands of businesses in the U.S. that quietly fizzle or spectacularly flame out every year.


If you’re on one of the first two paths, realizing as much is the first step. And if you’re just getting started, now’s the time to make sure you’re headed down the third path—the one that leads to lasting success and prosperity.
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You’ve Got to Believe




Elephants Need You, Too



Emily and Meghan, sisters and avid photographers, run a custom-stationery business out of their homes. They call it Touching Memories. The women convert photographs into personalized note pads, letterhead, or anything else their customers wish. The quality is high and the pricing low. Their biggest problem, by far, has been driving sales.


I got together with Emily and Meghan two years ago to seek solutions. Sure, they needed more customers, but who? At the time, 100 percent of their customers were individuals, mostly moms who wanted stationery featuring their children.
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