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Praise for Four Levers Negotiating



“I have worked with hundreds and hundreds of sellers over my career, and without question, Todd’s Four Levers Negotiating is the most clear, actionable, and effective tool I have ever brought into a selling organization. Ever. Hands down. No question. It works because it’s honest, true, and seeks to arrive at an outcome that is mutually beneficial.”


—Ethan Zoubek, President, Atari


“I have always believed in building trust and embracing transparency in selling, and Todd Caponi articulates these principles better than anyone I’ve encountered. In Four Levers Negotiating, he delivers an innovative, actionable methodology that is both practical and grounded in the realities of today’s buyer. His approach has become the foundation for how my team not only negotiates but also communicates with prospects and customers—with honesty, clarity, and impact for all.”


—Ken Hohenstein, Chief Revenue Officer, OneStream Software


“Four Levers Negotiating connects the dots between how we sell and how we negotiate. Todd Caponi shows us that trust doesn’t end with the yes—it begins there.”


—David Woodbury, Chief Commercial Officer, Sodexo


“Four Levers Negotiating is the antidote to the outdated, manipulative tactics that plague sales negotiations. Todd Caponi offers a simple, human-centered approach that builds trust, not tension, and leads with transparency. Required reading for any sales professional, regardless of tenure.”


—Samantha McKenna, Founder, #samsales Consulting


“I wish I had this book earlier in my career. Todd’s Four Levers make every sales negotiation feel less like a battle and more like a collaboration. You’ll close better deals, build better relationships, and sleep better at night.”


—David (DP) Pietrese, Chief Revenue Officer, Recorded Future


“Four Levers Negotiating is like replacing your hostage negotiation manual with a human one. It strips out the hostage-theatrics and hands you a framework built for today’s messy, transparent, post-trust market where buyers talk, pricing leaks, and trust wins. Todd’s last two books were required reading, and this one is no different. Or you can just keep offering ‘one-time discounts’ that mysteriously reappear every quarter.”


—Matt Green, Chief Revenue Officer, Sales Assembly


“This is the book on negotiation that your buyers want you to read. Todd brings such a refreshing, actionable point of view to one of the trickiest sales skills: negotiation. If you want to protect your margin, without losing your buyer’s trust, read this today.”


—Jen Allen-Knuth, Founder, DemandJen


“Four Levers Negotiating is the rare sales book that actually makes your job easier. Todd gives sellers a smarter, more honest way to approach pricing and negotiation—one that builds trust and drives better results.”


—Jeff Rosset, Chief Executive Officer, Sales Assembly


“Four Levers Negotiating is a terrific foundation for sales negotiation and creates a clear, grounding framework for reps to be effective, consistent, and clear about how a customer can impact their cost of goods or service purchased. It also creates a shared language for sales reps and leaders and leads to a short hand of deal maturity and likelihood of close! Don’t sleep on this one.”


—Richard Ortega, Chief Revenue Officer, accessiBe
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The knowledge of buyers has increased, and they are no longer disposed to pay what is asked of them, unless persuaded in their minds that the sellers regulate their prices on some sound basis.
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Introduction


In a skillfully finished sale, there should be neither victor nor vanquished. The selling process is not a battle of minds. There is no room in it for any spirit of antagonism on the part of the salesman.


—Norval A. Hawkins, Certain Success, 1920


Growing up, my hobby was collecting baseball cards. The local 7-Eleven convenience store was less than a mile from my childhood home, a quick bike ride with my friends. Whenever we mustered up even a dollar, we were off to buy a pack or two. Back then, a pack of baseball cards cost around 35 cents each, containing 15 cards plus a hard stick of powdery gum with enough flavor to last an entire minute or two.


Then the real fun began. We would rip open the packs, chomp our gum sticks, and begin negotiations.


“I’ll give you this Nolan Ryan for your Pete Rose.”


“What? Are you crazy? Pete Rose has more hits than any player in history.”


“But Nolan Ryan is the all-time strikeouts leader. His card is totally worth more than yours, and I need that one to complete my Phillies collection.”


The “horse trading” was fun. Each card had a different value, based solely on what we, as individual children, believed the value was of what we had to offer versus our perceived value of what we were trying to acquire. Establishing values based on random feelings, justified by cherry-picked logic regarding the performance and careers of the individual players, worked. Following a transaction, it wouldn’t take long for us to determine who won or lost the negotiation. The winner was sure to let the loser know. The loser was none too ready to accept defeat.


Fast-forward 15 years or so. I’m a salesperson. It didn’t take too long for me to realize there was something wrong with the way we were expected to negotiate transactions with our customers.


Considering the responsibilities of a sales professional, doesn’t it seem strange that the personality that is required to make the sale has to change completely when it comes time to negotiate the transaction? The greatest selling professionals wholeheartedly focus on helping their customers achieve optimal outcomes. They serve their clients and take on the role of a navigator and guide, playing the long game through strong relationships.


However, once the client says yes, we tend to shift personalities. Now our focus turns to our own outcomes, not the customer’s. According to Jeffrey Rubin in his 1983 article “Negotiation” in American Behavioral Scientist, “Typically, each side begins by asking for more than it expects to get, and through a series of offers and counteroffers in a stepwise concession process, a mutually acceptable agreement is ultimately reached.”1


In other words, at the most important point of the selling process, we intentionally start lying.


The craziest part, to me, is how salespeople learn and execute traditional negotiation strategies. Worst case, the negotiation strategies taught in most sales organizations are simply advanced versions of my childhood experiences with baseball cards. Best case, we learn techniques from former high-stakes negotiators from the FBI and CIA used to release hostages from bank heists, appease warring nations, and settle economic disruptions caused by massive union labor disagreements.


As a salesperson, I hated negotiating sales transactions. It felt gross. I wanted to maintain my relationships with my clients, not erode them at the most important point in the journey—right at the goal line. If I could avoid negotiating on behalf of my organization, all the better.


Salespeople sell stuff—products and services. We are not negotiating union labor contracts or peace treaties between warring countries, and if we don’t win the negotiation, people don’t die. We don’t get to tase the individual we are negotiating with and drag them to jail afterward.


If we are to believe that authenticity, transparency, and trust are the three cores of being a successful salesperson, why wouldn’t that extend through the negotiation? To succeed, we must maintain a relationship with this customer—earning their commitment in a way that results in them staying with us, growing with us, advocating for us, and taking us with them to their next job or position.


THE REVELATION


On a hot summer day in Houston, my desire to avoid common negotiation practices met with a high-pressure, multimillion-dollar sale conversation. The result? The easiest and most successful sales negotiation I had ever participated in—and a revelation that turned into a simple structure and approach to negotiations that would serve me and my teams very well over the coming years and eventually end up in the pages of this book.


I had just arrived at the airport—young and brand-new—wearing the traditional Senior Vice President of Sales attire: slacks, a collared shirt, and a sports coat.


My regional sales representative, David, picked me up in his rental car, and we were off to see his largest prospect, a massive oil services company.


David was working on a multiyear, multimillion-dollar opportunity with this account, and they were ready to purchase our 3D product visualization software, designed to assist in building interactive education and marketing assets. We were in the final throes of negotiations, and the client’s assigned procurement representative was frustrated. He communicated to David the need to complete the transaction details to begin the implementation. He added, “Every time I have a question regarding the terms, it feels like you have to call your manager for the answer. This is taking way too much time. Instead of speaking to you, the messenger, can we please get your manager in a room so we can finish this?”


Since, indeed, David wasn’t empowered to negotiate on our company’s behalf, I went to Houston.


Pulling into the parking lot, my expectation was that we would just be meeting with Fred, the procurement representative. (His name wasn’t really Fred . . . I just like that name.) We checked in at the front desk, and Fred met us in the lobby and escorted us to a fifth-floor conference room.


The doors opened, and five additional procurement team members from this massive company were waiting for me, prepared to kick my butt. I distinctly remember the look on one woman’s face. She looked like a mixed martial arts fighter, markedly excited to beat on a less prepared opponent.


My sports coat felt a little warmer and tighter as my brain began to spin with anxiety. I wasn’t prepared for a battle. My level of competency in the negotiation would likely result in a terrible outcome.


It was at this moment that negotiating changed for me.


A week earlier, at our headquarters in Pleasanton, California, I sat along with our chief executive officer (CEO) in the office of our chief financial officer (CFO). The CEO wrote four things on a whiteboard: four key elements that drove the metrics of the organization, or really, every for-profit company in the world.


Back in Houston, maybe to buy myself some time, or maybe just to sound a little smarter, I asked the meeting participants if I could share these four elements on the whiteboard behind them. They obliged.


As it turned out, these four elements became the backbone of the entire negotiation. Trust was built, not eroded. The client paid for every concession we provided in the form of one of the four elements on the board. We left the room as friends, with the terms of a commercial agreement worked out in less than 30 minutes. And when this client desired to purchase our technology for another division of their organization, they used these four elements to negotiate their own terms.


The Four Levers of Negotiation was born.


WHY NOW?


While many believe the sales profession has shifted entirely over the past few years, as a nerd for the history of sales, I don’t believe that to be true. However, I do believe two core shifts are fundamental to how we should be thinking about our actions going forward.


1) The “As a Service” Economy


Traditional negotiation approaches were designed during a time when “the deal” was the peak of the sales process. The original approach of what might be considered modern sales was designed during the progressive era of the Industrial Revolution in the early 1900s. Items were being manufactured. Salespeople sold them. The manufactured item was delivered, and that was it. Once the agreement was signed, the sale was complete. The negotiation was a one-time event that happened at the end of the sales cycle.


Today, the sale is no longer the peak of the selling relationship. The sale is simply an early milestone on the path to having a customer who not only buys from you, but stays, buys more, brings you with them to their next role or company, and advocates for you to their friends and peers.


2) The “Feedback” Economy


Traditional negotiation techniques were designed during a time when the consequences of a dissatisfied customer were not what they are today. Even during the last half of the 1900s, if you were oversold, the product didn’t do what you thought, or the product just sucked, what were you gonna do, write a letter? Call an 800 number? Tell a couple of buddies at the local watering hole?


Today, the proliferation of feedback, peer connection, and information sharing means the truth will always prevail. Your buyers talk to their peers. They’re members of communities. Conversations abound that sound like, “Hey, did you buy that XYZ product from Acme? Yeah? What did you pay for it?” Your buyers change jobs. Artificial intelligence will and already is exposing pricing models.


An environment where each customer of yours is paying a different amount based primarily on how well or poorly the negotiation went is no longer sustainable.


Negotiating the terms of an agreement requires consistency. Your pricing structures must be consistent, easily understood, communicated, and . . . transparent.
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WHAT THIS BOOK IS . . .


Focused primarily on business-to-business transactions, Four Levers Negotiating is designed to be a simple, structured approach to help you confidently deliver, propose, and negotiate using a cards-faceup approach. For the biggest of the big deals to the smallest of the small, by just reading the first few chapters, you will find immediate applications to help your deals become more valuable, and the long-term value of those deals will rise.


You’ll share the levers with everyone—you don’t have to wait until you’ve built enough “value” or are speaking to the “right person.” You will build trust to and through the goal line of your transactions. Your deals will become more predictable too. As your customers move on to other organizations, they will take you and your solutions with them, and the value of those transactions will rise as well.


WHAT THIS BOOK IS NOT . . .


While there are many lessons throughout the book that can be applied to many other negotiating circumstances, Four Levers Negotiating does not apply cleanly to business-to-consumer selling. If you are a real estate agent selling a home, a car salesperson selling a cool new hybrid, or even someone negotiating the sale of your old record collection at a garage sale, you will find the principles make sense but are likely less applicable to those environments. We won’t be learning negotiation styles. You won’t learn how to maximize your share in a divorce negotiation, slay a union uprising in a labor dispute, or settle land disputes of warring nations.


Negotiating can feel good. Negotiating can be easy. No need to prepare for battle.











CHAPTER 1
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The Framework


Consider the other person in negotiations—adapt your approach and treatment to him personally, his needs, his circumstances, and his ambitions; and never let him feel that he is being coerced or rushed.


—Francis Bacon, “Of Negotiating” (Essay XLVII), 1625


I said, “Before we start, do you mind if I use the whiteboard behind you? There are four primary levers that drive our pricing model, and really our entire organization. I thought they might serve as a good guide for the conversation we’re obviously about to have.”


They looked at me, uninspired, and replied affirmatively. “Sure, have fun.” (Okay, I don’t think they said that, but I could sense the disinterest in what I was about to write.)


I awkwardly walked around the conference room table, grabbed a dry-erase marker, and started to write.
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The six procurement team members looked up at the whiteboard, seemingly unsure what to do with what I had just written. Honestly, I was also unsure what I wanted them to do with what I had written. I guess I had hoped at least one of them would have been impressed by my skillful whiteboard penmanship.


Fred, moving on from what I had just written, officially started the meeting.


“As you are aware, we have been working diligently on finalizing this transaction so this division can get started. We asked you, Todd, to come here so we can speed up the process, eliminate the back-and-forth, and determine whether we will be able to move forward or not. Given where the pricing and terms are on this transaction, due to budget issues, the only way we will be able to move forward is with a reduction in this price of 35%.”


Goliath was asking for, almost demanding, a 35% discount! While we knew a discount request would be coming, this was a significant one, at that. This 35% of $2.5 million was $875,000 . . . per year on a proposed three-year commitment. And here we were, one of us named David, having to now defend our price and defeat the giant.


How would you respond? Given my sales upbringing, there are usually two primary ways.


OLD-SCHOOL WAY #1: MAKE THE VALUE OR ROI PITCH


In 1927, Herbert N. Casson wrote in his book Tips for Traveling Salesmen,2 “Never mention price until the customer thinks it is more.” It’s an approach built upon a perception that the customer will pay any amount if they believe the value, or ROI (return on investment), warrants the higher price.


The truth is, if the customer is asking for a significant discount at the end of the sales cycle, your opportunity to prop up the value of your solution has already passed. In this room filled with procurement professionals, their purpose is not to be sold on the value. Their purpose is to finalize an agreement for the most favorable terms possible. In other words, this room full of procurement professionals could not give a single crap about our value. An individual holding a group of hostages is interested only in a helicopter to take them and their bag of loot away to paradise. Nothing else will do.


OLD-SCHOOL WAY # 2: FREE DISCOUNTS FOR EVERYONE! (OR, THE PING-PONG APPROACH)


A significant number of organizations I work with today have provided their salespeople with what they believe is a gift to help get deals done.


“Well, 35% is an awful lot. I don’t think we can do that. However, I can give you 10% off right now. I don’t even have to ask anyone for permission.”


Ugh. You’ve just offered to provide a payment to this multibillion-dollar organization in the form of charity to their bottom line.


And you’ve just opened the floodgates. You’ve confirmed that your price isn’t really your price. You haven’t sped up the journey to a positive conclusion; you have slowed it down.


“Ten percent will not be enough. You will need to do more than that.”


The ping-pong match has begun. They admit that 35% off is not their firm desired ending. We come closer. They come closer. An agreement is concluded at 20% off.


In a $2.5M per-year deal, you have just paid the customer $500,000 per year for as long as they remain a customer, just for asking for a discount. When they desire to buy more from you, you can bet they will be asking for more discounts as well.


While I wasn’t exactly sure what I wanted to do, I knew these two strategies did not feel right. Our pricing model was missing something: the buyer’s confidence.


THE “SOME SOUND BASIS” PROBLEM




The knowledge of buyers has increased, and they are no longer disposed to pay what is asked of them, unless persuaded in their minds that the sellers regulate their prices on some sound basis.





—Thomas Herbert Russell, Salesmanship: Theory and Practice, 1910


When grocery shopping, there is a reason why you don’t walk up to the cashier with your loaf of bread, bag of tomatoes, and container of sliced ham and say, “Due to budget constraints, in order for me to move forward, I am going to need a discount.” You don’t walk into a clothing store, pull up to the gas station, or patronize a restaurant and ask for a discount. In each instance, the representative at said business will tell you the price is the price. If you can’t afford it, don’t buy it . . . or buy less of it.


Why? Because the price, in your mind, is based on “some sound basis.” The price has been predetermined. You don’t know how, but you assume the price is the price; take it or leave it.


The business-to-business world has a “some sound basis” problem.


The assumption that your price is not the best price has been built over many years of experience by many buyers. Every single day, we reinforce the idea that our price could be better through the subtle words and actions we communicate with our prospects and customers.


Picture this: It is a cold, rainy day, but your dog needs to be walked. There’s a path behind your home where you walk your dog daily, but today, given the weather, you plan to speed through it. You put the dog on his leash and head out.


Once on the path, your dog pulls you off to complete his business. As you stand awkwardly waiting, you see a rock with a piece of paper peeking out from under it. Curious, you kick over the rock to see what’s on this piece of paper. It’s not just a piece of paper. It’s a $20 bill. What do you do?


First, you likely look around, thinking to yourself, Can I keep this?


Second, your priorities of speed, warmth, and dryness have just taken a back seat. This free money under a random rock has changed your focus. Now, the walk just became potentially more valuable. You think, If there’s a $20 bill under this rock, where else should I be looking?


Third, you begin to crisscross the path, kicking over every branch and rock that may have money hiding under it.


The minute we give away anything for free in our deals is similar to what has just happened on the path. Your customer’s brain has just been prompted into thinking, Wow, that was easy. What else can I ask for?


The customer asks for a discount, and we give in. “Would a 10% discount work?”


Then the customer asks to pay more slowly, asking for monthly terms instead of annual, or NET60 terms instead of NET30, and we reply affirmatively. “We can’t do NET60, but how does NET45 sound?”


While it may feel like you’re doing yourself, your organization, and the customer a favor, you have triggered their brains into a feeling that “some sound basis” does not exist. You’ve triggered your customer into slowing down, crisscrossing the path to finalizing your deal, and eroding the short-term and long-term value of this customer.


You might be thinking, Why not just say no? Why not tell them that our price is our price, and they can take it or leave it?


While you could certainly draw a hard line, the truth is that there are things valuable to your organization that your customer may be willing to give you in exchange for what they are asking for. There is an opportunity to provide flexibility, build trust, and continue to maintain focus on your customer’s desired outcomes through the Four Levers.


THE POWER OF THE REVEAL


When you enter any sort of pricing negotiation, your prospect’s organization has called upon the individual you are negotiating with to represent their organization. Think of it almost like a lawyer calling a witness to support an accusation. This quote from Francis L. Wellman’s 1903 book The Art of Cross-Examination lays the foundation:




The professional witness is always partisan, ready and even eager to serve the party calling him. This fact should be ever present in the mind of the cross-examiner . . . Assume that an expert witness called against you has come prepared to do you all the harm he can, and will avail himself of every opportunity to do so which you may inadvertently give him.





The person you are negotiating with is partisan. They walk in only understanding their viewpoint and their interests. It’s incumbent upon you, the person guiding the discussion, to, as Wellman puts it, “encourage the witness to betray his partisanship.”


How do we do this? By presenting the why. Laying the foundation by presenting our cards faceup. By helping the customer understand what actually drives a business. By helping a customer understand what matters and the trade-offs included in reaching a mutually beneficial outcome. Once their “witness” feels your openness, their desire to maintain their partisanship quickly erodes. Transparency begets transparency.
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Back to David and Goliath. The light bulb in my brain lit up! To this day, I’m not sure how, but the entire future of my approach to negotiation changed based on the next sentence that came out of my mouth.


While I don’t remember the words exactly, the message was this: “You know the four items I wrote on the whiteboard behind you? Maybe we can use those as a path to help you get there. These are the four elements that drive our business. Let’s go through them one by one.”


1. Volume


The first and primary driver of our pricing model is Volume, or how much stuff you buy. The more products, services, technology, licenses, or whatever solution you commit to purchase, the better. Commit to more = good. Commit to less = bad.




2. Timing of Cash


As it turns out, our company, and every for-profit company in the world, likes money. The faster you pay for the solution, the better. Pay quickly = good. Pay slowly = bad.


3. Length of Commitment


The longer you commit to our products, technology, and services, the better. Long commitments = good. Shorter or no commitment = bad.


4. Timing of the Deal


Predictability is very valuable to our company, and really, to every company on the planet. Your willingness to mutually align with us around the timing of when you will sign, start, and pay = good. Unpredictability = bad.


In the following four chapters, we’ll go through each element individually. However, the conversation was simple. The Four Levers became our framework. I explained how their pricing was configured based on each of the four.


And as the discussion progressed, a phrase exited my brain through my mouth, and the vibe of the discussion immediately changed.


“IN THE FORM OF A DISCOUNT”


When providing any concession to a customer—say, a discount—you are paying the customer. If you charge $100 for something and provide a 10% discount, you are giving the customer $10. Instead of having $100, you will now have $90. For what? What are you getting for your $10?


Pointing to the Four Levers on the whiteboard, then discussing the first one, Volume, I explained to the group that these Four Levers are the items we are willing to pay them for “in the form of a discount.”


“Pay you in the form of a discount.”


This is a phrase that conveys the idea that while our price is our price, there are elements of value that we are able to trade in exchange for what the customer values. A discount is essentially a charitable contribution you are providing to your customer, which only serves to assist their bottom line. You are paying your customer in the form of the concession you are providing. What are you getting in return?


The answer should be either a larger purchase, faster payments, a longer commitment, or a more predictably timed transaction. Let’s dig into each element and the conversation that took place, then put it all together for you to make negotiating your deals easier, more valuable, and more predictable, in turn making your upsells and cross-sells more valuable, all while building trust.
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