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Charting the Course 

“The only thing that matters is a happy customer.” 
—Top seller for three consecutive years at a business-to-business telecom company 

As a younger man, I spent many a morning fishing with my father-in-law, nicknamed Tarpon Willie, a devoted husband, father, and angler. Tarpon Willie loves to fish for all species, but his favorite is tarpon, a fish common to the warm waters of Tampa Bay. (Hence his nickname.) Before I really understood the sport of fishing, we would head out almost every weekend in pursuit of a catch. After boating a few fish, I usually was ready to head home, satisfied with a couple of “keepers.” Tarpon Willie, on the other hand, continued to examine the tide charts, watch the currents, and try new baits. He truly was a master and extremely committed to his task. These traits made him successful in fishing and even more so in business.

Tarpon Willie taught me that the most successful anglers are those who are not satisfied with catching just a few fish. They want to catch their limit every time out and do it over a long period of time. The same is true of salespeople. We all have seen the folks who have one big month or quarter and  then fade back into average. Those who are truly successful excel every month, year in and year out.

Admiring my father-in-law’s zeal for fishing and sales, I started to build both my fishing and relationship skills, all the while growing more and more passionate about catching more fish and providing the best possible products and services to my customers. It’s amazing how quickly this passion and quest for excellence correlates with success. It also is amazing how intoxicating it becomes to continually attempt to build relationships and provide value—especially when clients confirm your abilities by purchasing more.

Now, as an experienced saltwater angler and professional sales management consultant, I see strong parallels between fishing and selling. Whether you are landing a sport fish or closing a big deal, it takes a series of critical steps to maximize your opportunities and increase your chances for success.

The biggest fish, like the most sought-after sales prospects, are the most difficult and exciting to attract. But smaller, more frequent catches, like high-volume transactional sales, are just as important and gratifying. When reeling in fish of any size, the adrenaline rush can be compared to the euphoria of a prospect expressing interest in your product or service and entrusting you to fulfill his or her business needs.

Yet you can’t be too confident that a nibble will result in a catch. Rush a prospect, and you may lose your catch, whether it’s an impressive trophy fish or a million-dollar account. When the fish does take the bait, however, the mission isn’t complete until your quarry has been reeled in, the fishing leader has been touched, and the catch has been released unharmed.

Although the strategies used to catch different types of fish or customers vary, the process is the same. It involves planning, preparation, finding the right spot to fish, using  the right bait and gear, “chumming” the water, throwing out some lines, and reeling in the fish (or customers).

In my consulting and sales career, I’ve been fortunate to observe many large Fortune 500 companies. I’ve seen winning sales techniques that distinguish top-performing sellers from “B” and “C” players. Many of my insights have come from the “ride-along” opportunities I’ve had to observe sales reps on the job. Even though I’ve been able to observe top salespeople for so long, I am always amazed that the most successful salespeople (that is, those in the top 5 to 10 percent of the reps in their company) possess similar traits, no matter their industry or the product they’re selling. They always want to improve and build stronger and deeper relationships with their customers.

So how do you apply fishing strategies to selling? What makes one fisherman or salesperson more likely to succeed than another? In an increasingly competitive marketplace, how can you get the edge that will help seal the deal and keep you at the pinnacle of the top-performer pyramid?

I hope this book answers these and other questions for you. It doesn’t matter if you’ve never fished before; whether you prefer fly-fishing, saltwater, or freshwater fishing; or whether you’re a fisherman or a fisherwoman. The concepts are simple and can be applied easily by anyone in the sales profession—which comprises about 15 percent of the U.S. work force, or an estimated 19 million people! In both fishing and sales, if you plan and are well organized, you will greatly increase your odds of success.

I offer this book as a “how to” guide for busy salespeople who want some hot tips in a hurry. I hope it increases your odds of landing more or bigger sales—and maybe even a couple of fish.


 

CHAPTER ONE 
Identify What You’re Trying to Catch 

WHO ARE YOU TRYING TO SELL TO?

It’s tough to catch tarpon in the winter. It’s a warm-water fish, so when the temperature plunges, tarpon move south into deeper waters. You can try for hours, but if the fish aren’t  feeding—or worse, aren’t there— you’re wasting your time. The quietest boat, best tackle, or freshest bait will do you no good. As Tarpon Willie, my salty ol’ father-in-law, says, “If they ain’t biting, they ain’t biting.” An experienced fisherman, Tarpon Willie knows in winter to set his sights on fish that run and bite in cold water, such as trout, redfish, or bass. As an equally astute businessman,  he has long applied his wisdom and skill in sport fishing to the business arena—with stellar results.


CAPTAIN’S LOG 

“Don’t go out and say you’re going to catch ‘a fish.’ Instead, name your catch—bass, tuna, snapper, bluefish. The more specific you are, the more you’ll eat for dinner.”—Tarpon Willie 

I remember my first fishing trip with Tarpon Willie. I was determined to catch a great fish. My preference was snook— a sleek gray fish accented down the side with a flashy black strip. An elusive prey, it makes quite a commotion when hooked. I’ve seen a hooked snook pop its tail at the line and  run toward a submerged structure in hopes of breaking free. It’s a true sport fish that transcends just the sport alone; it’s also a great eating fish. I was so sure of my target, I’d already told my buddies what I was having for dinner.

When I told Tarpon Willie my dinner plans and asked where we could catch a large snook, he had a simple answer— Costa Rica.

With those two words, I learned my first fishing lesson: know what you want to catch, but make sure it’s realistic and catchable. Snook at that time of year were out of season. Our boat could have been seized if we’d harvested one. Tarpon Willie knew this; I did not. I learn quickly, though.

Since that early lesson, I’ve been fishing more or less successfully for fifteen years. In that same time, I’ve been building my career in sales, sales management, and sales effectiveness consulting. With no offense meant toward my sales customers over the years, I’ve learned that fish and customers have a lot in common. Just as certain fish are active in different seasons, customers vary their buying patterns throughout the month, the quarter, or the year. A sport fisherman has to know the water, know the fish, and chart a winning strategy. Similarly, to be successful in sales, you must understand the market and the customer, and tailor your sales approach accordingly. Knowing what to catch, when, and how—whether in fishing or in sales—brings home the trophy.

As a sales representative, your goal is to land customers. You’ll maximize your chances when you do your homework and are fully prepared. That means finding out everything you can about the customers’ business: what they’re buying, when they’re buying, what their fiscal year is, who has buying authority. You have to know your customers better than they know themselves.

THIS AIN’T NO FISH TALE!

One of my recent client engagements involved studying productivity levels of direct sales reps for a Fortune 500 company. We found that average performers stuffed their nets with unqualified prospects and then couldn’t find adequate time for any of them. They lost more sales than they won. Low performers didn’t spend enough time qualifying or closing. They squandered time in administrative tasks that could have been delegated or skipped. In contrast, the top 10 percent of highest performers and highest earners did a better job of identifying their prime targets and plotting effective ways to reach them. These reps spent little time with unqualified prospects. Instead, they used their time effectively. When they had the right prospect on the line, they devoted time and energy to tailor their sales approach to meet the prospect’s needs.

Learn from Top Performers 

In sales, acquiring a base of knowledge about your customer involves “identifying” and “qualifying” those customers. Identifying and qualifying are the first two steps in the sales process (see The Five Steps in the Sales Process Tackle Box) and, possibly, the most important. So how can you apply the top performers’ strategy to qualify your catch? Follow these steps:

1.Scope out the customers for your products or services. You’ve got to have a firm handle on the sales potential for your product or offer.

2.Gain leverage by grouping accounts by common characteristics—type, size, style, issues, needs, and so on. This will enable  you to identify commonalities and, ultimately, speed up your sales process. You can apply your understanding of customers across the group and focus on providing value to your customers.

3.Qualify each prospect, making sure you have the right “BAIT” (more on that later) to make a sale.

4.Focus your approach. Different accounts require different strategies. You want to apply the best strategy to get the sale.

Scope Out Your Customers 

How well do you know your customers? Lack the knowledge, and you’ll likely miss the sale. Just as a successful fisherman knows the waters and knows the fish, top sales reps consistently seek out information about their customers to bolster their ability to make the sale. The more you know about your prospects, the better you can make the case for your product or service, showing the customers how it meets their needs.

This is less about marketing and more about gathering all the correct customer information before making contact or responding to a request. Your marketing organization usually will furnish a wealth of information about prospects. Your job is to boil that down into tactical knowledge about each account. Make sure you understand an account’s basic needs or the current situation the customer is experiencing.

Gathering this information can be as easy as searching the Web or making a few phone calls:

Review the customer’s Web site prior to contact. Look at press releases, management structure, “about us” links, and product and service offerings. A company’s Web site can give you a good idea of its history and where it is headed. Don’t stop there; go to competitors’ Web sites too. Find out if the com- petitors are doing something your prospect is not. Use this information in your conversations.

Assemble company collateral. It can be relatively easy to gather product information, brochures, and marketing materials about a company. If it’s not easily available, ask for it. Most  companies furnish this material willingly and promptly. If you don’t want to tip off the company about your research, call another division and ask an administrative assistant to send you the material.

       Tackle Box 

THE FIVE STEPS IN THE SALES PROCESS 

1. Identify who your potential customers are and why they might want to buy your products or services. This step is about “targeting” your prospects.

2. Qualify your identified customers—determine whether they need your product or service and whether that need is worth pursuing.

3. Propose your solution to your qualified customers. You may submit a proposal in writing or present it in a meeting, explaining how your product or service will help the customer. Once you reach the proposal stage, your odds of making the catch greatly increase.

4. Close the sale by negotiating the final details and terms of the deal. This is the confirmation step, which all reps hope to reach.

5. Fulfill your commitment and continue to add value for your customer as you and your company deliver your solution. Don’t hand off fulfillment until you know your sale is safe. Stay involved at a high level to make sure customer needs are being met. If this step is botched, so is your reputation and any hope of future sales.

Want to learn more about the sales process? Chapter 7 includes tips on how to best execute each step.

Talk to customer alumni. Depending upon your prospect’s size, the company alumni network may be quite strong. Former employees can provide great detail about how an organization thinks and acts. If former employees are not available, talk to customers or even current employees. Be open about the kind of information you’re seeking and the reason for your pursuit. Your objective is to match your product to the company’s needs.

Search the Web for any interesting stories or valuable market information. You’ll be amazed at what you can find and piece together. A thorough search can give you a broader perspective of the company and alert you to newsworthy events that may have occurred over the last few years related to the company and industry. This type of search might turn up things that are not openly posted on a company Web site. Being up-to-date on the facts can help you avoid missteps during the client presentation and, in the best case, better position you as prepared and knowledgeable.

       Catch of the Day 

Customers love competitive information, even if it’s all publicly available data. So find it, learn it, and use it!

Group Accounts for Leverage 

Have you ever been on a chartered fishing boat? If you have, you’ll recall that the captain typically asks the guests what  type of fish they want to catch. Based on the answers, he’ll supply different tackle and strategies. He’ll put weights on some poles to ensure they stay at the bottom to attract bottom fish. He may use bobbers to keep the bait on the surface to catch the surface fish. He may use live bait for some fish, dead bait for others, and even lures for another. Yet, while he employs different approaches, he maximizes those strategies to catch as many fish as possible. He won’t set you up with tackle that only attracts bluefish if several types of fish are running that day. The captain’s goal is to satisfy your desires and make you look good so you’ll go ashore happy with something to serve for dinner, and, ultimately, will book his boat for another day.

Effective salespeople use the same strategies as that boat captain: they apply their strategic information to as many accounts as possible, leveraging their knowledge, skill, and expertise to broaden their sales opportunities.

As you discover more about your prospects, you often can apply information acquired about one or more customers to a broader array of accounts. Basically, you are drawing parallels to help you leverage your recourses and time with similar messages. For this reason, it’s helpful to group accounts by similar characteristics. You might group by industry (separating automotive, telecom, pharmaceutical, high-tech, software, and so on) or focus on certain business traits, such as size, location, or revenue potential.

The groupings will help you spot issues or trends among similar customers or industries, and create messages customized for each group. All the while, you’re building your expertise, your credibility, and your sales effectiveness. This information can prove invaluable as you plan your sales approach. It enables you to emphasize the prospect’s situation rather than your product or service. Demonstrating  command of your customers’ issues will underscore the value of your product.

CAPTAIN’S LOG 

Heed the advice of Tarpon Willie: “Knowing your fish is catching your fish.” When you’re an expert only in your own product or offer, you miss opportunities to enlighten customers about their industry, their competitors, their market. Better to work from a broader base of information so you can educate your customers and converse instead of “sell.” You’ll stand a better chance of making the sale.

Knowing the market also makes your organization look bigger, stronger, and more dedicated to a market segment or industry. An organization that segments its markets and customers appears to have so much business or to be so large that it needs to organize its expertise into different areas. Segmentation also tells prospects that you are so committed to their segment that you have dedicated teams to work with them. The reality may be that a handful of knowledgeable sales reps cover all segments, but the impression provided is of specialized understanding and commitment to a given market.

Do You Sell from a Broad Base or an Issue Base?

Do you offer your customers a broad base of knowledge, or do you focus more narrowly on a single industry or issue? Would a broader focus widen your sales opportunities? Answer the following questions, and then decide.

1. Is your offer or product your main focus and your first approach to the customer? (Answer “Yes” or “No.”)

2. Do you open your conversations by exploring and offering information about your clients’ position in the industry or their focus on the market? (Answer “Yes” or “No.”)

3. Do you have a specific industry insight or perspective rather than a general idea of many issues? (Answer “Yes” for specific insight; “No” if your expertise is in general issues.)

4. Do you focus on a few industries or markets and know the key issues and trends of that industry or market? (Answer “Yes” if you focus on a few industries/markets; “No” if you are more of a generalist.)

If you answered “Yes” to three out of four questions, you are considered an issue-based specialist. You effectively group accounts and gain leverage. As an issue-based sales consultant, you’ll close more accounts than a generalist will.

The Big Don’t!

While I am an advocate of acquiring a strong and specific base of knowledge, I am not suggesting that you position yourself as an expert when you are not. Do so and you’ll get  tangled in your own net, as the following war story from the trenches makes clear:

THIS AIN’T NO FISH TALE!

When I was buying a house in Tampa, I only was interested in one neighborhood. So when I interviewed realtors, I wanted to make sure they knew that neighborhood well. The firs t realtor assured me that he knew all of Tampa inside and out and would find my dream house. The second realtor sold himself as a specialist in the neighborhood I wanted. He provided facts and figures about the rate of turnover, average selling prices, and even professed to know which houses were about to come on the market. He became my agent. The truth is, he was as much a generalist as the first realtor, but he honed in on my need and leveraged his knowledge to sign me up as his client.

Several years back, a local bank had set its sights on growing regionally. To do so, it needed to upgrade its software to accommodate a larger customer base and more diverse transactions. The bank sent out an RFP (request for proposal) specifying one key requirement for the software vendor: strong banking experience. Responding to the RFP, the account manager of a fledging software vendor inaccurately portrayed his team as “well positioned to meet the needs of the bank due to our extensive banking experience.”

The RFP won the software vendor a meeting with the bank’s head of information technology (IT) and his team. For the first forty-five minutes, the vendor’s sales presentation was flawless. The sales team articulated the bank’s software needs and smoothly answered all questions posed. Then the client shifted gears. The head of IT asked some pointed, banking-related questions. The sales team exchanged worried glances. They fumbled the questions, trying unsuccessfully to redirect them. Each attempted response made the situation worse, revealing their uniform ignorance of banking, and heightening the client’s dismay. Feeling misled, and embarrassed in front of his own team, the client’s features tightened into a grimace. His annoyance was palpable. He flipped to a page in the presentation, cleared his throat, and read aloud, his voice leaden with sarcasm, “Extensive banking experience?” Icy silence filled the room. In a last-ditch effort to salvage the sales call, the software account manager took a deep breath, smiled broadly at the client, and commented, “Well, I do have a bank account.” The meeting (and, I’m told, the account manager’s career) ended right there. Not amused, the client stood, gathered his materials, and walked out without a backward glance.

A week after the debacle, the president of the software firm called the client for some fence mending. The client responded that he had chosen a vendor that had limited banking experience, but was honest. He went on to say that the software sales team would have been better off telling the truth. The lack of candor was the true deal breaker.

Qualify Each Prospect 

Fishermen find the fish they’re seeking by looking for the right signs, such as birds circling overhead, seaweed lines, a hard bottom, or “nervous” water. When fish are biting, they often move around and strike the surface—sending signals to the fisherman. Potential customers and prospects may do the same. Identifying and spotting the need, interest, and/or buying signs all help guide a seller to a qualified prospect. The right techniques can separate an average salesperson from the extraordinary.

How do you qualify your prospect? Think like a fisherman and get your BAIT—Budget, Authority, Interest, and Timing—ready.

Budget 

Too many salespeople spend too much time with prospects who aren’t ready to buy or don’t have budget permission to make a purchase. To avoid this major time waster, tactfully discover where your prospect is in the budgeting process. The goal is not to figure out how much the company wants to spend (although if a prospect is willing to tell you, don’t turn down the information), but to determine whether the money’s been allocated or the process is just beginning.

Top-performing reps tell me they start with budget for two reasons: It tells them how quickly a decision will be made, and also whether the prospect is entertaining other sellers. The BAIT Tackle Box in this chapter provides simple questions that will help you sniff out budget issues without offending your prospect.

Authority 

How often have you expended time on an expected slamdunk only to discover that the sale requires two, three, or even four more approvals? Even the best sellers face this dilemma on occasion. If you find yourself in this position frequently, you need to qualify your contacts better. Getting to the right authority isn’t always about working the highest level in the organization; it’s about finding the person with the proper authorization, and more important, the right knowledge to make a purchase.

THIS AIN’T NO FISH TALE!

Many years ago, I outsourced telemarketing for Bell-South. I held the ultimate authority for buying decisions, but I was young. One vendor obviously thought I was too young to hold any true power. He was bent on meeting my boss’s boss. Clearly he wanted to build relationships at higher levels. Yet by trying so hard to climb the hierarchy, he lost the sale he had. I brought in another vendor, who appreciated my position and wanted to build a relationship with me. See the BAIT Tackle Box on pages 14 and 15 for questions that can help you identif y your prospects’ authority without offending them.

Don’t try to penetrate the top of the organization when, at the end of the day, the mid-level executives are actually the buyers. In your haste to get to the top, you may overlook—and in many cases offend—the real buyer.

Interest 

To be viewed as a “trusted adviser”—a salesperson who adds value beyond making the sale—and not an aggressive, obtrusive salesperson, ensure that your prospect has an interest or need for your product or service either now or in the near future. Without that interest or need, the best message, process, or technique will fail. In some cases you have to work to find a prospect in need; in other cases, you can help to create a need by potentially unseating another vendor. In both cases, you will be received much more favorably if you determine that the customer has a need and you can fulfill it. The top sellers do this by asking probing questions that match up to the needs they’ve uncovered. See the BAIT Tackle Box for examples.


CAPTAIN’S LOG 

Heed the advice of Tarpon Willie: “Find out what the fish want and give it to them.” Use the BAIT strategy to get your client to open up about his or her needs. Then be ready to demonstrate how your product and service can help meet these objectives.Stimulate interest and then lead the client to your problem-solving approach.

Timing 

Just as there are fishing seasons, there are buying seasons. Customers may be more interested in your products and services at different points during the year. Maybe their current supplier’s contract is up, a new quarter is starting or ending, or they purchase your product during a certain cycle.  To qualify a prospect and assess the account’s potential, you need to understand the timing of your sales cycles.

As a consultant, I’ve had the opportunity to “ride along” with reps on their sales calls. On one such occasion, I was riding with reps who sold print advertising for a large yellow pages company. I observed that the best reps organized and prioritized their accounts in order to maximize their potential and revenue objectives during the finite sales period. The reps “laser-focused” on high-potential accounts. They aligned their sales approach with the sales and publishing cycle, and moved in to get the sale. When the selling period was over, they moved on to the next book of business. If an opportunity would arise out of cycle, they only entertained it if they could interest the customer in some other media (for instance, electronic yellow pages) that had an open-ended selling period.

       Tackle Box 

BAIT YOUR HOOK WITH THE RIGHT QUESTIONS 

Here are some key questions to ask when catching a sale.

Budget: Get a handle on budget issues by asking:

1. Do you need ballpark pricing for your budget process, or do you have an approved budget and need a firm price quickly?

2. How long does your budgeting process take? Where are you in that process?

3. Will the finance department be involved in the process?

If so, what are the department’s most important issues?

Authority: Find out who the buyer is by asking:

1. Who else needs to be involved in this decision?

2. Is there someone within your organization with whom we should work directly?

3. Are there multiple approval processes that we need to follow?

4. To get a head start on the approval process, should we start working with any other executives?

Tackle Box (continued) 

Interest: Discover an opening to stimulate interest by asking:

1. What issues is your business facing?

2. What are some things that would make you successful this year?

3. What is the growth projection for the business this year?

4. Are you looking for ways to cut costs?

5. Where do you need to gain efficiencies?

Timing: Clarify the sales cycle by asking:

1. What time of year do you open your procurement process for new partners?

2. When do you begin your budget-setting process for the new year?

3. Are you going to be making a decision on a new partner in the coming weeks or months?

4. Do you anticipate any additional budget at year end, or will it come next year? (This question is less about the budget and more about the timing of when money will be available.)

Focus Your Approach 

The best fishermen not only have a clear strategy for the fish they are targeting, they also know why they are targeting that particular species (for example, to catch as many as they can or catch a few whoppers), and where those fish can be found. They know when to run all the way offshore seeking their target fish and when to stay inshore and fish the flats. Selling is similar: Identifying the strategic value of your target will increase the odds of success. Smart sellers focus on real results by clearly segmenting their approach and then narrowing the targets. Skip segmenting, and a seller may as well try to “herd fish.”

So what’s the value of your catch? Are you fishing for large accounts with a twelve- to eighteen-month sales cycle, or are your sales more transactional (occurring daily, weekly, monthly)? The value of the product and the length of the sales cycle will influence your approach. If you’re after a big sale with a long sales cycle, you need to devote significant time to building a relationship, or “wining and dining,” as some folks say. Your sales process will involve meeting many people in a company and working all levels of the organization. You’ll be networking and politicking more and “selling” less. You also should work more in teams and with your marketing department to ensure that your company and products continually are well positioned.
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