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	PRAISE FOR HEROES, VILLAINS, AND THE THRILL OF PROFESSIONAL SELLING AND ADRIAN DAVIS








Adrian is a deep friend and business partner. Here, his true depth of wisdom wrapped in narrative and metaphor is on full display. This book will fundamentally reframe your perspective and approach to how you “occupy your space” in the future of strategic selling. He has drawn on the wisdom of the ages and made it consumable for all of us to be a “special resource” in our personal and professional lives. This book is a true gift for you to unwrap and then give away as you make resulting changes to how you engage with others in life and work. Unpack, unwrap, and unleash the tools and design principles Adrian has curated and created for us all.


—Phil Styrlund


CEO, the Summit Group


Heroes, Villains, and the Thrill of Professional Selling is the type of book that can transform the way you interact with others. Adrian has developed a framework based on proven neuroscience concepts that is a meaningful, compelling, and enjoyable concept. Stories have nurtured our lives since our childhoods. In this book Adrian shows us how to leverage the full potential of stories through an analogy that speaks to anyone. It’s a very powerful tool that can be applied even in your personal life (try it with your kids—it works!).


—Florent Bühler


Digital marketing innovation director, MSD France


Adrian uses the very relatable analogy of moviemaking to describe how salespeople can go from good to great. If you’re looking for a compelling, punchy read that will challenge your assumptions about your role in sales, the role of your customers, and the companies you’re targeting, you’ve found the right book. We all want to be heroes in our own organization. This book shows you how, if you’re prepared to sidestep that role in your customers’ own stories, you can achieve exactly that.


—Catherine Grainger


Development and education manager, 3M


This is a great piece of work! In this book Adrian succeeds in drawing a parallel between selling and making a movie. A must-read for understanding who the real “hero” in the sales process should be.


—Lonnie Essex


VP of global accounts, AVI-SPL


I was blown away by the innovative approach taken in this book. The use of movie analogies to illustrate key points made it not only relatable and easy to follow, but also highly memorable. As a sales leader, I found this book to be an invaluable resource for inspiring my team and helping us stay relevant to our customers. I highly recommend it to anyone looking to take their sales strategies to the next level.


—Susan Milwit


Global account manager, AVI-SPL


I’m a huge film buff, and I write about sales and marketing. If anyone had told me movie production was like sales, I would have waved them away. And then I read Heroes, Villains, and the Thrill of Professional Selling. In his book Adrian Davis uses stories to reveal their power in sales settings. Through movie metaphors, readers learn how the hero’s story applies to sales and how to craft emotional, personal stories that guide buyers on a journey in which they emerge as the hero in their new world. (Yes, that C-suite decision maker is like Tom Hanks’s role in Captain Philip.) More than that, though, Davis gives readers concrete strategies and methods to help salespeople write and direct their own winning buyer experiences. If you are a salesperson or manage a team of sellers, add this book to your reading list.


—Michelle Davidson


Marketer and media strategist, Allego


I absolutely love this book! The concepts and tools that Adrian shares are all so logical and easy to comprehend. Adrian takes us on a journey through the process of selling, which is truly like a movie, with a hero, characters, cast members, and a villain. As we go through this journey, Adrian tells it in such a relatable and engaging way, all the while sharing his own story, as well as tips, techniques, and tools that have helped him to be successful. I was immediately drawn in and can easily apply the concepts to any sales situation!


—Kat McQuade


Director of technical training, TPL Composites, Inc.


Adrian Davis should be locked up in chains for giving away the keys to the customer centricity castle! Davis’s inspiring approach is elegant but refreshingly simple. He replaces hardwired product-focused selling—the kind of old-school sales mindset that’s nearly everybody’s default—with what he calls the hero’s journey. As a commercial sales leader and serial lifelong learner, Adrian teaches his own special innovation that has been crafted over thirty years; it’s a nonjudgmental, nonreactive way of developing key skills for account development and management through lessons of listening, storytelling, relationship building, and most importantly recognizing who the hero is in your personal movie. While most reads can feel like they are written in an ivory tower, Adrian’s real-world application offers clarity and calm in the critical moments before taking decisive action as we work to close the first of many opportunities with must-win customers.


—Paul Lazzaro


Director of talent management and leadership development, Otsuka


I highly recommend Heroes, Villains, and the Thrill of Professional Selling for anyone looking to improve their sales skills. Adrian Davis provides valuable insights, strategies, and techniques to effectively communicate with potential customers, build lasting relationships, and close deals. The book is filled with compelling stories that are relatable and easy to understand along with practical tips and real-world examples. Whether you’re a seasoned sales professional or just starting, this book is packed with valuable insights and actionable advice that will help you close more deals and boost your sales performance. It’s a must-read for anyone looking to take their sales game to the next level.


—Mark Wickware


SVP and NA leader, GrowthSpace


True to his message, Adrian shares a comprehensive set of tools and proven sales methodologies by applying the book’s own underlying theme—the power of storytelling. Each page feels like a personal conversation with Adrian himself, approachable, emotional, engaging. Behind every concept shared are our own real sales successes, heroic journeys, and lessons learned. Adrian brings honor and meaning to the science and art that is professional selling, and he has provided us with a book to be read and revisited as a compass for anyone with a vision, a message, or a purpose they are seeking to advance.


—Brett Bailey


VP sales, WBM Technologies


It’s time to refresh your thinking and update your approach! Heroes, Villains, and the Thrill of Professional Selling will take you to the next level. New to your role? This book is a must-read to jump-start your career in strategic account management. Adrian Davis’s creative approach with practical application includes proven methods and processes that align with today’s strategic business visions, allowing you to attain your personal and professional goals.


The hero’s journey is outlined perfectly and is reiterated throughout the book for continued understanding. This provides the opportunity to create and live out your own “story.”


This book offers a multitude of resources to assist you throughout your sales and strategic account management journey. Utilize these resources to enhance your engagement with a capital E!


—Debbie DeBolt


Senior key account manager, Bellevue University–Corporate Learning Solutions


Adrian changed my sales team’s mindset and our approach to our customers. By implementing his methods, we changed our relationship with key accounts from being just another vendor to a valued strategic partner. We’ve also renewed numerous, very large agreements as a result. Engaging Adrian Davis is one of the best investments we’ve ever made.


—Blake Jarrell


Director, Customer Success,TRIOSE, Inc.; Former operations manager, AmerisourceBergen
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To my mother, who taught me the powerful, lifelong lesson of resilience when facing despair.
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	FOREWORD








We can all relate to the concept of heroes and villains when we think of our sales activities. Yet I was struck by the brilliant and relatable analogy of comparing sales to movies—how good storytelling is only part of the equation when what began as an idea finds success on the silver screen or in the marketplace.


The Strategic Account Management Association (SAMA) has been around nearly sixty years, and the concept of “cocreating value” is at the center of our story, our strategy, and our successful, long-term relationships with clients. This book now describes an approach to creating that value—one that draws upon proven techniques from the movie industry and is imperative for mutual success: your client is the hero in the story.


Simple to say, maybe obvious to understand, and not at all natural to execute! And even though, as salespeople, we’re drawn to the bottom line of box-office numbers, sales is never the hero or the focus—it’s the client.


In this book Adrian Davis simplifies the hero’s journey with real-life examples, compelling stories, and templates to guide you. Additionally, the book goes well beyond explaining the hero’s journey and offers years of experience in client discovery and insights.


As we learn, the salesperson is the director of this story. It’s their role to lead the team to create a positive buying experience. You must immerse yourself in someone else’s world, but it is certainly not a “one-size-fits-all” scenario. Movie genres are an excellent and relevant way to understand different clients and environments. Are they action, complex thriller, romance, sci-fi, drama, comedy, horror? All these genres can fit, and they all have relevance to working with your client.


Adding to this insight, Adrian offers a simple methodology in storytelling, a path to develop your SOCKET solution, and a way to engage “inside-outsiders” to help in the journey. In all my years at SAMA, I find the greatest takeaways from the book to be a robust series of one hundred questions to discover value and a stakeholder checklist to guide you through the maze.


Your ability to engage, discover, and relate to your client may be dependent on your ability to know your “hero’s journey” and tell the story. Take Adrian’s advice and don’t come out of the story to editorialize—let the story do the work! You can read his lessons learned, put them into practice, and embark on your own journey for stronger relationships and success.


—Denise Freier


President and CEO, Strategic Account Management Association
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	INTRODUCTION








Many would say I was a troubled teenager. I guess I was. I certainly lacked focus. School was easy, but it made no sense to me. I didn’t understand the “why” behind what I was being taught. This frustrated me and led me to becoming a homeless high school dropout. Long story short: while figuring out how to put my life together, I discovered the sales profession … and I loved it! It immediately made sense to me, and for the first time I found meaning in my work. I couldn’t understand why sales was considered dishonorable. I set myself two goals. The first was to learn all I could to become a successful salesperson, and the second was to prove that one could be successful in sales and also honorable.


Looking back on my career now, I feel a deep sense of fulfillment. I never wavered in my objectives, and I have achieved both. This book is one way I feel like I am giving back, hopefully helping others along their journey as I have been helped by others on my journey.


This book was designed as a practical tool for busy business leaders, particularly those who are responsible for revenue-generating sales in their companies. I’ve added a bit of fun by using a movie analogy because, in my experience as a corporate sales trainer, learning is way more effective when it’s entertaining and engaging. Moreover, let me assure you that the comparison between making sales and making movies is remarkably accurate.


First, let’s talk about the name of this book—Heroes, Villains, and the Thrill of Professional Selling: Your Guide to Directing a Winning Buying Experience. I love sales and find it thrilling to help customers solve their problems. I believe our customers—not we—are the heroes. That attitude places customers front and center as we direct the buying experience. And we do direct it with a strategic and deliberate approach. Nothing about sales is random; it requires discipline and purpose. I also believe that there has been an uptick in external forces, or what I call “the villains,” that are putting businesses in a constant state of uncertainty. Our job in professional selling is to recognize those villains and help our hero-customers thrive in the midst of what are often chaotic forces. We are accompanying them on their “hero’s journey,” which I’ll address more as we move through the book. As professional salespeople and strategic account managers, we are the directors of their buying experience.


These beliefs make up the core of this book, which is a sequel to my previous book published ten years ago, Human to Human Selling: How to Sell Real and Lasting Value in an Increasingly Digital and Fast-Paced World. I emphasized “human to human” in my first book because I could see the wave of automation, e-commerce, and artificial intelligence that was encroaching on the world of professional selling. Much has changed in the last ten years, particularly with the two-year pandemic shutdown and its ongoing implications. But what has not changed is that complex and high-value B2B sales and account management is, and will always remain, a human-to-human discipline.


When I originally started writing this book, I focused primarily on storytelling, which has been a fundamental aspect of my work for more than thirty years. I quickly realized that there are lots of books, courses, and webinars on storytelling and sales. Many take the stance that delivering an engaging story to a prospect is the key to sales. The message that good storytelling equals good sales is somewhat simplistic. It’s just not that basic.


Professional selling goes far beyond delivering a good story. It requires creating a winning buying experience that generates referrals and repeat business. It demands collaboration from teams on both the seller and buyer sides. It often requires significant people and financial resources. Each sales opportunity has its own plot, although the story flow may be similar depending on the type of sale and industry. These realizations led me to the belief that professional selling is more similar to moviemaking. Storytelling is an important part of the process, but it’s only part of the equation.


I’ll provide you with a way to look at customer types through the lens of movie genres. Does your potential customer have a culture that seems like an action movie? Are they in need of a little bit of romance? Do you need to help them escape from a horror situation? See, I told you we could have a bit of fun with this analogy, while learning key principles that will flow right to your bottom line.


Throughout this book I use the terms “professional salesperson” and “strategic account manager.” This is a deliberate decision to emphasize the professional nature of sales and the critical strategic role of account managers, since both are vital in creating and sustaining a winning buying experience. While professional salespeople are clearly responsible for successfully completing transactions with customers, this is not necessarily the case for strategic account managers. In many organizations the strategic account manager never actually finalizes business transactions. They provide strategic coordination that enables the sales team to close more business. However, they are equally if not even more committed to creating compelling value for their customers.


The thousands of people I’ve trained have found three guides particularly useful in putting this thinking to work, and I’ll be sharing these powerful documents with you:


• The Hero’s Journey: Discovery Storyboard


• The Hero’s Journey: Success Storyboard


• The Hero’s Journey: Action Storyboard


The discovery storyboard is based on structured story listening that’s part of the discovery process. Just like movie directors rely on storyboards to capture the flow and vision of a movie, sales teams can use a storyboard to understand core aspects of the engagement. I’ve created terminology to make the method more memorable and to emphasize key aspects of this very important process:


• The Hero


• The Goal


• The Villain


• The Flaw


• The Pit of Despair


• The Special Resource


• The New World


Next, I’ll show you a proven method you can use to tell a relevant success story to a customer so that it hooks their emotions and facilitates engagement. Finally, I’ll share a simple road map for once the sale is closed in order to produce a successful engagement that leads to repeat business.


Each of these three storyboards can be found online at our academy (https://academy.whetstoneinc.ca). I strongly advise that you print them off and fill in your answers by hand. There is a significant amount of research that indicates that writing on paper instead of typing on a computer slows the brain down for more thoughtful answers that are retained longer.


Finally, I will summarize lessons we can learn from Hollywood. By the end of the book, you will have a fresh outlook on sales. The latest findings from neuroscience will be accessible and practical. Not only will you be able to effectively engage your customers at a deeper emotional level, but you’ll also have a lot more fun. As artificial intelligence tools like ChatGPT, Midjourney, and DALL-E 2 threaten to replace transactional selling, the simple approaches that you learn in this book will make you indispensable to your employer and your most important customers. This book is less about techniques and much more about thinking approaches. As customer relationships are increasingly disrupted by artificial intelligence, how you think and how you help your customers to think and make sense of their world will make you more valuable. The future is bright for those who understand that the more the world changes, the more customers will seek higher level partnerships that help them navigate these changes.
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For more extensive tools, classes, coaching, and advisory groups, please join the Whetstone Academy at https://academy.whetstoneinc.ca. You can also contact me directly at https://whetstoneinc.ca/contact-us/ to inquire about speaking engagements and live, instructor-led training.
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CHAPTER 1


STORYTELLING AND MOVIEMAKING









Storytelling is the most powerful way to put ideas into the world.


—Robert McAfee Brown, minister, theologian, activist


I discovered the power of storytelling accidentally. I was headhunted by Silicon Valley–based Portal Software to represent them in Canada. This was back in the late 1990s, and the company was an early internet-based business. Its biggest competitor was headquartered in Toronto. I nearly refused the offer because I was concerned that I would be its only professional salesperson in Canada but decided not to miss the opportunity since I knew the internet was going to be big.


Within a month of joining, I was flown out to California for a sales conference where I met my peers from around the world. At that point I had no customers or success stories of my own and intuitively understood that I needed success stories, or I would fail. Failure was never, and has never been, an option for me. So, I asked my peers one question: “Where have you been successful?” As they told me their stories, I jotted a summary on blank sheets at the back of my FranklinCovey planner. By the end of the conference, I had about thirty stories to use with potential customers.


This “story library” was proof that Portal Software could deliver real value even though it was a start-up. Every time I got a lead, I would do background research in preparation for my first meeting. Then I would review my story library and decide which stories were most relevant based on factors such as industry, size, geography, potential business objectives, and challenges. After asking a set of robust discovery questions, I would weave the relevant stories into our conversations. My formula was simple:


1. Meet with senior business executives.


2. Take a genuine interest in what they were trying to accomplish.
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