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      HAVING WORKED WITH hundreds of sales forces across every industry, we have seen the world's top salespeople in action. Chally's research truly captures the skills, behaviors, and habits of the best of the best … and most interestingly, through the eyes of the customer. Achieve Sales Excellence should help every salesperson enjoy the high-value, enriching profession that sales has become for the world-class sellers portrayed in this book.

      
        Steve Grossman
      

      
        Mercer Human Resource Consulting
      

      ONE OF OUR KEY DIFFERENTIATORS at CareerBuilder.com is our salespeople's ability to be consultants to our customers. We also pride ourselves on the quality standards we set for our own salespeople. Our demand for professionalism is exceptional and we are hard to please. Achieve Sales Excellence is not only a real benchmark for our high standards; it's thoroughly enjoyable to read. I usually only agree to 20–50 percent of the philosophies in sales books but with Achieve Sales Excellence I agree with it all!

      
        Mary Delaney
      

      
        CSO, CareerBuilder.com
      

      CORPORATE EXPRESS IS COMMITTED to enhancing our customer-focused sales-driven organization, and the principles and tactics outlined by Chally are key strategies to our success. Chally's World Class Sales Research recognizes and defines the key attributes that create a world-class sales organization — attributes that all companies should strive for when augmenting their sales culture.

      
        Donna Walker
      

      
        Vice President, Sales Operations and Training
      

      
        Corporate Express
      

      IT SEEMS A BUSINESS PARADOX that a professional discipline as important as sales is given so little attention in college and university curriculums. HR Chally helps to fill that void with a clear, concise insight into “world class sales” of the 21st century. If sales growth is important to you … this information is invaluable.

      
        Tom Weisenbach
      

      
        Senior Vice President, International Paper
      

      
        Executive Vice President, xpedx
      

      CHALLY HAS LED THE WAY to understanding the need to develop a true sales profession. More college graduates are becoming salespeople than any other career, regardless of their major. Other key business careers such as manufacturing, IT, and now even law are moving abroad. Sales has become our key competitive opportunity. Achieve Sales Excellence definitively documents the standards our salespeople must meet, and lays the foundation for our academic institutions to develop the sales professionals we'll need.

      
        Don Graber
      

      
        Chairman, Wright State University
      

      
        Chairman, Huffy Corporation, Retired
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      DEDICATION The Greater Goal

      This book is dedicated to the great progress we need to make toward the “professionalization” of sales, and also to those who have had the insight and commitment to champion this transformation. Today, more college graduates will become salespeople than all other careers combined. Yet fewer than a couple dozen of the more than four thousand colleges and universities in the United States have established a formal sales program.

      I have been honored to be involved with the Sales Centre at Ohio University and the other colleges of the University Sales Center Alliance. One hundred percent of Chally's profits from this book will be contributed to them.

      It will take an effort from our great colleges and universities to create the three minimum requirements for “professionalization”:

      
        	All professions specialize. Chemical engineers do not design bridges, pediatricians don't do brain surgery, and patent attorneys don't defend murder cases.Chally's research has identified fourteen distinct types of sales. The skills and training for each are distinct. Most are not interchangeable. The great majority of New Business Developers (Hunters) fail at Account Maintenance (Farming). Field Sales people seldom succeed in telesales, and so on. In fact, 65 percent of the salespeople who fail do not fail from lack of competence or commitment; they fail because they are in the wrong type of sales for their talent and skill base.

        	All professions have a standard and recognized minimum “curriculum” of academic education, on-the-job training, or internship. Members of professions also benefit from the appropriate practice through supervised apprenticeship that oversees the quality of their development and maturity as practitioners.

        	All professions have an independent “certification” process that anoints the emerging intern or student as minimally qualified to practice their chosen profession.

      

      In the meantime, corporate sales organizations must fill the gap with the help of sales training resources. Unfortunately, only a few non-college sales development organizations have recognized the hands-on participatory requirement for the “training” of sales professionals.

      Through this book, Theodore Kinni and I seek to honor such visionary leaders as Richard Hodge of the Real Learning Company. Richard was one of the first to recognize that while people are appreciative or even impressed with experts and by interesting and entertaining seminars and sales training programs, they only absorb and utilize the insights and skills they personally choose for themselves, through discussion, debate, and hands-on “testing.”

      Finally, this book is dedicated, most of all, to the wisdom, scientific competence, and statistical insight of Sally Stevens, without whom there would not be a thirty-year database with hundreds of thousands of actuarially predictive data points, nor the database mining and retrieval technology that makes Chally's one of the world's half dozen or so true blue “Expert Systems.”

      
        Howard Stevens
      

    

  
    
      

      
      FOREWORD The New Sales Profession

      Salespeople, by and large, are not the business partners that their customers need them to be. For all of the effort salespeople invest in becoming valuable business partners, they are still often regarded as product pushers or “talking brochures” who consume, not create, value.

      In this book, Howard Stevens and Theodore Kinni address this problem by exposing the sources of the sales-customer disconnect. Achieve Sales Excellence provides amazingly clear insight into the minds of business-to-business customers — insights that most salespeople will find both believable and compelling. If you are committed to becoming a world-class seller, this book could be the launching point for the rest of your career.

      
        The Sales Force Paradox
      

      There is a fundamental paradox within sales forces. The paradox has probably always existed, but it has become more pronounced and more troubling as the relationships between buyers and sellers have become increasingly complex. It is a paradox that keeps most salespeople from blowing past their goals and attaining their envisioned riches. It is a paradox that frustrates customers and encourages them to view salespeople as a nuisance to be avoided at all costs.

      The fantastic paradox goes something like this: Sales forces around the world enjoy remarkably frequent and intimate contact with their customers. Remarkable as it is, a few assumptions and simple math tell us that there are literally billions of sales calls made each day around the world. Salespeople are, by definition, the customer's primary point of contact throughout the customer's buying process, so no one inside a company should know as much about customers as the sales forces that serve them.

      Ironically, though, those exact sales forces do not understand the true needs of the very customers they face countless times a day. No, we're not implying that they don't understand their customer's immediate business need for a particular product or service — good salespeople are experts at finding the precise offering that will fill a customer's current business requirement. The need that salespeople can't see, despite their frequent and intimate contact with customers, is one that goes to the core of their very existence. Frankly stated: Most salespeople do not understand why their customers need them!

      The salespeople who have been able to decipher the buying needs of their customers are the superstars. Their customers adore them, and these salespeople enjoy extreme customer loyalty. They are referred to their customers' peers and receive unencumbered access to every level of the organization. They have resolved this sales paradox, serve their customers exactly as they want to be served, and earn the label of world-class sellers.

      The majority of salespeople, however, remain unenlightened and continue to sell the way they themselves believe their customers want to be served. These are the salespeople who consistently fall short — not only in the eyes of their managers, but also in the eyes of their bewildered customers. These salespeople often lament that “customers don't have time for salespeople any more.” Well, unfortunately for them, customers do have time for world-class salespeople, just not for salespeople who don't provide the value that customers demand from today's sales professional.

      When Learning from the Past Dooms You to Repeat It

      So what is it about this profession of selling that makes it so difficult? Well, as is pointed out in the first chapter of this book, there is something unique about the sales domain — something that is different from every other profession. There is no real “curriculum” or baseline education for salespeople. Attorneys have law schools where they learn legal statutes and precedents. Accountants attend colleges where they learn the Generally Accepted Accounting Principles. Engineers attend universities where they learn the laws of physics.

      So what do salespeople have by way of education? They have mostly tribal knowledge that is passed down from generation to generation of salespeople. “This is how I closed the biggest sale of my life,” or “This is the cold calling script that works every time,” or some other anecdotally derived wisdom that succeeded for someone in the past. Whether taught in the office by peers, in hotel ballrooms by sales trainers, or in books by salespeople turned gurus, there is little knowledge in the sales domain that can be trusted as law or science — at best, there are “generally accepted principles.” But alas, there is no foundational sales curriculum.

      But let us be fair to the generations of salespeople who did close those big sales and were excellent cold callers. There is another unique thing about the profession of selling . . . It is in a constant state of change. With every advance in telecommunications (cellular phones and the Internet), every change in business models (outsourcing and globalization), and every swing of the economy (recessions and booms), the relationships between buyers and sellers change dramatically. Did it make sense to teach salespeople closing techniques when most salespeople sold products? Sure. Did it make sense to teach cold calling when buyers still answered their telephones? Of course. Does it make sense to teach accounting now that ROI is the key to an executive's heart? Absolutely.

      The point is the rules of engagement in sales are everchanging. If they weren't, all that worked in the past would indeed predict success in the future. If the sales environment were static, all of the anecdotal success stories would eventually accrue to become immutable law. But it is not that simple in sales. As the world changes, so do the demands on the sales professional. And so, we are trapped in this paradox. We sell to our customers as best we can, using the grab bag of skills we have learned as journeymen in the sales profession.

      
        What If?
      

      But what if there were a way out of this paradox? What if we could climb inside the heads of our customers to discover what they really want from us? What if we could track in real time the changes in their buying needs, instead of always selling a generation behind? What if there were a contemporary “curriculum” for achieving world-class status in the eyes of our customers?

      Well … Here it is. The book you hold in your hands is as close to a curriculum for business-to-business selling as there has been in decades. This book can help you escape the paradox and become indispensable partners to your customers by understanding the precise things your customers need from you. It is different from the dozens of others on your shelf in two critical ways — two ways that make it a touchstone for business-to-business selling in the twenty-first century.

      Foremost, this book is not based on the anecdotal successes of superstar salespeople. It is not based on the “tricks of the trade” of any celebrity salesperson turned guru. In fact, not a single salesperson was interviewed or observed as an input to this book. In reality, salespeople do not define the characteristics of world-class sellers … Buyers do. Accordingly, Howard Stevens and his researchers at Chally went straight to the source to discover why customers need salespeople — they asked the customers themselves. The findings in this book are based on over 80,000 interviews with business-to-business customers. The interviews were solely focused on isolating and prioritizing the discrete things that buyers want and need from the sellers who serve them. (In fact, we know of only two sales research efforts ever conducted in this depth and to this level of analytic rigor: HR Chally's current fourteen-year 80,000-customer interview study and Neil Rackham's twelve-year 35,000-sales call study that led to the SPIN Selling® methodology. These are both phenomenal commitments to the betterment of the sales profession.) This book is not tribal knowledge; it is fact.

      Second, this book is not a history lesson. It is relevant for today's sales forces in today's business environment. The research that you will see in the following chapters has been collected at regular intervals for a decade, allowing the HR Chally team to track buying and selling trends as they have evolved with our economy. All of the major changes that have redefined the nature of selling (information technology, ubiquitous communications, outsourcing, globalization, focus on ROI, etc.) have come into bloom under the watchful eye of Chally's researchers. Not only do these findings hit the mark in 2006, they also reflect the insights of marksmen who have followed the moving target for fourteen tumultuous years. At this point in time, there is no more authoritative work on the demands of business-to-business buyers than the book that you are about to read.

      
        And Here We Are
      

      Bluntly, the profession of selling is not where it needs to be. As you will discover in the following pages, there exists an enormous gap between our customers' demand for world-class salespeople and our sales forces' ability to supply them. Howard Stevens and his team at HR Chally Group very concisely define the nature of this gap and give us guidance on how to begin closing it.

      So for now, the fog has been lifted and we can see with clarity why business-to-business customers need professional salespeople. It is the most rigorous, comprehensive, and trustworthy perspective that we have had in decades. Treat this book as a modern-day sales curriculum, and take its lessons to heart. Your customers and your bank accounts will thank you, as you and the members of your sales force become the world-class salespeople that your customers need you to be.

      
        Jason Jordan
      

      
        Principal
      

      
        Mercer Sales Effectiveness Consulting
      

      Note: Mercer's Sales Effectiveness consultants help clients create world-class sales efforts by developing the right sales strategies, customer focus, management processes, and infrastructure to meet or exceed their key revenue and profit objectives. Their clients enjoy greater top-line growth, lower cost of sales, and more predictable results through improved selling capabilities and management practices. They are a part of the Human Capital business of Mercer Human Resource Consulting, the global leader for trusted HR and related financial advice, products, and services, with more than 15,000 employees in forty-one countries worldwide. To learn more about Mercer, visit  www.MercerHR.com .

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      
        What qualities define sales excellence?
      

      
        What capabilities define the highly effective sales professional?
      

      
        What are the characteristics of a world-class sales force?
      

      If you are pursuing or considering a career as a professional in sales, these three questions are critical. Many people have already attempted to provide answers to them. In fact, as of December 2005, Amazon.com listed an astounding 194,945 titles in the “Selling” category. Virtually all of them promise to answer one or more of these questions. When examined from a scientific perspective, however, virtually all of the publications have two inherent flaws.

      First, the answers they offer cannot be validated; that is, they are based on anecdotal evidence or the author's experience, and cannot be proven. Second, they do not account for the inexorable march of time. Change happens, and when it does, it often transforms even the most rigorous conclusions into hogwash. To overcome these critical flaws, you need empirical answers and you need them on an ongoing basis.

      At the HR Chally Group, a leading sales performance consulting company, we have been intensely interested in the answers to these three critical questions for virtually our entire thirty-three-year history. After all, we could not be sure we were actually helping our clients select the best candidates for their sales forces unless we had a validated, criteria-based method for evaluating those candidates. To properly define the testing criteria, we needed hard answers to these questions both for the marketplace as a whole and, more specifically, for our individual clients' markets.

      Starting in 1992, we stepped up our search for answers. We began a series of studies, now in their fourteenth year, which focused on the best source of empirical data about the effectiveness of salespeople that we could tap — the business-to-business customers who buy from those salespeople. In the process of conducting these studies, which continue as this book is written, we have interviewed 80,000 business customers and collected data on 7,200 sales forces representing more than fifteen major industries. We asked these customers to rate between two and five individual salespeople (by market segment) who were actually competing for their business. Our research does not rely on customer opinion alone, however. We correlated the customers' ratings of salespeople against their actual purchasing decisions for the current year of the survey and for previous years, as well as against their estimates for the coming year. In this way, we began to uncover what drives repeated decisions to buy (or, to put it another way, “customer loyalty”), as well as individual purchases.

      As you will see in Chapter 1, our Customer-Selected World Class Sales Excellence surveys revealed that customers assign salespeople a much larger role in their buying decisions than has been previously realized. We also discovered that customers believe that the vast majority of salespeople are not able to fulfill that role as well as customers would like. There is, in fact, a wide and largely unbridged Sales Effectiveness Gap.

      The purpose of this book is to help you bridge that gap. In order to accomplish that goal, the first thing you need to know is what business customers really want from their vendors. We'll help you answer that question in Chapter 2. In it, we describe the three megatrends that business customers identify as driving their relationships with vendors: first, the intense desire to outsource everything except core competencies; second, the overwhelming demand for solutions rather than products and services; and third, the drive to achieve value. It is these three trends that establish the context of today's business-to-business sales environment. They are also the driving forces behind the customer rules that you will read about in this book.

      These customer rules are the seven expectations that customers have of salespeople. The rules constitute the heart of Achieve Sales Excellence, and we describe them in detail in Chapters 3 through 9. The rules are not a simple wish list that business customers have dreamed up and that we are quoting to you verbatim. Instead, they represent the customer demands that have been correlated to their actual purchasing behavior. The rules determine from whom and how much your customers actually buy. The customer rules provide empirical customer answers to the first question we asked in this introduction: What qualities define sales excellence?

      In describing the qualities of sales excellence, the customer rules also define the skills that customers expect sales professionals to bring to the table. Thus, each of the customer rules is connected to a corresponding role for the sales professional, and, in Chapters 3 through 9, we'll present these roles as well. In order to illustrate the seven roles, we've utilized the final element of our research — the benchmarking data gathered from our studies of sales forces that business customers have identified as world-class, and the data derived from HR Chally's proprietary database of more than 300,000 sales professional profiles. This is the largest known database of individual sales profiles in the world, and it too is correlated against the actual sales results of the individuals included within it. This is how we derive empirical answers to the second question of critical interest to sales professionals and their managers: What capabilities define the highly effective sales professional?

      
        
          
          
        
        
          
            	
              The Customer Rule
            
            	
              The Sales Professional's Role
            
          

        
        
          
            	“You must be personally accountable for our results.”
            	The Business Agent
          

          
            	“You must understand our business.”
            	The CEO
          

          
            	“You must be on our side.”
            	The Advocate & Expediter
          

          
            	“You must bring us applications.”
            	The Consultant
          

          
            	“You must be easily accessible.”
            	The Traveler
          

          
            	“You must solve our problems.”
            	The Troubleshooter
          

          
            	“You must be innovative in responding to our needs.”
            	The Innovator
          

        
      

      Finally, in Part Four, we'll use the data gathered in our benchmarking studies to describe the eight characteristics of sales forces that customers define as the best of the best. This section frames the answer to the last question (What are the characteristics of a world-class sales force?) in terms of eight evaluative questions. If you are a sales professional — in particular, one who is following the seven customer rules — you can use these questions to help choose an employer who will best recognize and appreciate your capabilities. If you are a sales manager, you can use these questions to ensure that you are properly supporting the daily and developmental needs of your salespeople. And, if you are an executive, you can use them to evaluate your company's ability to meet the demands of customers, as well as to attract and retain the best sales professionals.

      Our primary goal in this book is to educate sales professionals about the skills they must develop to succeed with customers, and also teach them how to identify sales organizations in which they can prosper. Our secondary aim is to inform sales managers and executives about the skill set they need to develop in their sales forces, as well as the organizational qualities they need to develop to serve customers and attract the best salespeople. We hope you will find all the answers you need in the pages to come.

    

  
    
      PART ONE

      
      What Good Science Reveals about Sales Excellence

      There are many theories purporting to predict sales success, and more seem to be emerging every day. The problem with all theories is that, in and of themselves, there is no way of knowing whether or not they are accurate and/or able to predict results. They must be rigorously tested and empirically proven.

      At the HR Chally Group, we learned this lesson early in our history. We were founded to help create consistent, legally defensible assessments of job candidates. In business, if you have a fifty-fifty chance of picking a good employee and you use an assessment that raises your odds to sixty-forty, that is a significant improvement. Then, one day, the Justice Department hired us to create an assessment for selecting law enforcement officers. These were people who were being issued guns and given the authority to use them. Accordingly, we realized we had to create an assessment with much higher levels of predictability.

      The first thing we did in that quest was to turn to widely accepted standard tests and assessments, such as personality, style, aptitude, preference, and even interest tests. These only allowed us to gain prediction improvements of 8 percent to 14 percent. We then carefully and statistically created new tests based on psychological theories, such as Maslow's hierarchy of human needs, Herzberg's motivational theory, and McClelland's achievement theory. When we tried out these tests, however, we quickly discovered that they could not tell us, with the accuracy we needed, which candidates would succeed and which would not.

      Next, we looked for predictability models that were already working. We found two. You can accurately predict results based on mathematical odds — just look at the gaming industry. You also can accurately predict results based on criteria-based actuarial studies; that is the basis for the insurance industry. Of course, we adopted the latter method.

      There is a problem with criteria-based prediction, however. The results you get are only as good as the criteria you use. With law enforcement officers this was not a huge problem — their performance records are highly detailed and, in most cases, meticulously maintained. But when we began assessing salespeople, the performance criteria were not so easy to identify.

      We tried enlisting sales managers to help us identify the criteria that define sales success, but that strategy did not work. Sales managers had little disagreement in determining the top 10 percent and the bottom 10 percent of salespeople. But we discovered an insurmountable problem with the remaining 80 percent. It turns out that managers prefer salespeople who are easy to manage. So, in the vast middle range of salespeople, higher performers who are hard to manage and lower performers who are easy to manage often get ranked about the same. Anyone who has met more than a few good salespeople can tell you that they usually are not the most manageable of people. This bias explains why sales managers can often be poor measures of sales talent.

      Finally, we did discover an excellent source for criteria to predict the success of salespeople beyond their actual sales results (which are sometimes not completely the result of their own skills). This was their customers. Customers could tell us why they buy from salespeople and why they do not, and we could validate their criteria for sales success by correlating it to the share of their wallets that they awarded those salespeople.

      Good science has enabled us to recognize and pinpoint sales excellence. Also, in studying the customer's buying behavior to pinpoint the criteria that determine sales excellence, we got the added bonus of learning more about why customers buy, and what they want.

      In Part One, we will begin by introducing the most significant finding that our customer studies have revealed over the past fourteen years. We will also explain what customers want, and we'll introduce the seven customer rules, which dictate the skills you need to develop to achieve success.

    

  
    
      1

      
      The Sales Professional Is the Sale

      What's the most influential factor in business-to-business sales? It isn't competitive pricing. It isn't your product's Six Sigma quality. It isn't your product's innovative features or your company's ability to deliver a total solution. Certainly all of these influence your customers' buying decisions, but surprisingly, none of them is the most influential factor in their decisions. The most influential factor in business-to-business sales is you — the sales professional.

      You don't have to take our word on this; it is business customers themselves who have placed salespeople in the top spot. Since 1998, our statistical analysis of purchasing decisions has demonstrated that the sales professional is the most important factor in determining what customers purchase, how much they pay, and how long they stick with the lucky vendors they choose from the thousands of business-to-business sellers competing for their patronage. In fact, our analysis proved that salesperson effectiveness accounts for 39 percent of customers' buying decisions and is the most important decision factor — more influential than price, quality, and the availability of a total solution.

      This is a notable development in the sales world, and it represents the ascension of a new competitive advantage in the business-to-business sphere. Sales professionals have become the leading influence on their customers' buying processes — more important than the selling price, more important than the offering's features and benefits, more important than the product and service quality. This means that the effectiveness of sales professionals themselves can be an added value to their customers and a competitive advantage for their employers. In the 1960s, media guru Marshall McLuhan declared that the medium is the message. Now, in the business world, the salesperson is the sale.

      
        What's Important When Customers Choose Their Vendors
      

      Salesperson's competence: 39%

      Total solution: 22%

      Quality of offering: 21%

      Price: 18%

      
        An Evolutionary Pattern of Development
      

      When did this change happen? Our in-depth vendor evaluation interviews with more than 80,000 business customers first revealed in 1998 that in their estimation, the salesperson had ascended to the top position of influence. This did not occur overnight, though, nor has it completely eclipsed the other influencing factors in the business-to-business sale. Instead, it is an evolutionary development that has been building momentum for years.

      The nature of competitive advantage in sales has always been evolutionary. That is why other factors have been more important than sales effectiveness in customers' buying decisions in the past. Product and service quality is a good example. Quality became a primary concern of business-to-business customers in the late 1970s and 1980s as well-made and dependable Japanese and German automobiles and electronics captured market share from their American competitors. As U.S. manufacturers lost customers, they became aware of the magnitude of the costs they incurred from product defects and failures, and, even more important, aware of the customer defections and lost sales that poor quality engendered.

      The ensuing focus on — and demand for — greater levels of quality spawned a revolution. Quality-based concepts and programs, such as Total Quality Management (TQM), kaizen, just-in-time inventory systems, the Malcolm Baldridge National Quality Award, and ISO 9000, dominated the corporate landscape. American companies worked hard and invested significant capital in their efforts to improve the quality of their products. They demanded that their suppliers do the same. Vendors and their sales forces quickly responded to these demands and began winning business by demonstrating the high quality of their offerings and guaranteeing continued quality.

      As soon as product and service quality proved capable of winning business, the quality competition really heated up. Sellers strove to match and exceed the quality of their competitors' offerings. As a result, quality levels are much higher today than they were in 1980. Six Sigma programs, whose goal is the achievement of a de facto defect rate of 3.4 per million opportunities, are now the quality programs du jour. Theoretically, this standard represents the lowest defect rate that is economically worthwhile to attain.

      But what has happened to quality as a competitive advantage in sales during this time? In the years between 1980 and the widespread adoption of Six Sigma, the differentiation power and competitive advantage of product and service quality have been slowly and inexorably reduced. Today, the quality of your products and services is considered a baseline requirement rather than a competitive advantage. You can't win or retain customers without high-quality products and services, but neither can you win based on quality alone. Every viable competitor is offering high quality, and customers' standards and expectations regarding quality have risen accordingly.

      In most industries, trying to gain a competitive advantage by offering a higher level of quality simply doesn't make sense. The difference between a few handfuls of defects spread over a million parts isn't economically compelling to customers. Thus, as quality standards have risen and been matched by more and more competing vendors, quality has lost its power as a competitive advantage and has been transformed into an ante that is required to gain a seat at the table.

      Sales effectiveness, which is based on the competence of the salespeople and the resources and support provided by their companies, is subject to the same evolutionary pattern as is quality. It has risen to the top of the customer's influence list because demand is far outstripping the supply. Today, the customer's need for a competent, professional salesperson has grown well beyond the ability of salespeople to fulfill it and, all the evidence suggests, will continue to grow as far into the future as we can see.

      To help understand the driving force behind this condition (and the critical and largely unfulfilled role that customers want salespeople to assume), we need only take a step back and start by acknowledging a very basic fact: The only reason a corporate customer buys anything is because his company cannot or chooses not to make or provide it for itself. If the customer's company were making or providing it, it would have its own internal organization to do that work and — this is the key part — it would have a manager or executive responsible for that function. That is to say, it would have someone who was accountable for ensuring that the company actually received the benefit that the product or service was designed to provide. Thus, a business customer's decision to buy a good or a service externally is not simply a decision to purchase — it is also a decision to outsource the management of the benefit that the purchase is intended to deliver.

      What does mean for you, as someone trying to sell to that company? What we have discovered is that business customers are turning to salespeople to fulfill the role of surrogate manager. When salespeople become adept at managing the total benefit delivered to their customers, the supply will meet the demand. At that point, sales effectiveness will decline as a competitive advantage, just as quality has. Someday, if enough salespeople and companies recognize and build their sales effectiveness, it may only count as a portion of the entry fee. But today, as we'll soon see, the research reveals that fewer than one out of a thousand salespeople can perform to this level!

      While the power of salesperson effectiveness to influence customers may eventually decline, there are two reasons no salesperson or sales organization can afford to ignore it now or in the future:

      First, whether it is a full-blown competitive advantage or simply the table stakes required to enter the game, sales effectiveness will remain a critical ingredient in sales success. In the former case, it is a scarce and in-demand expertise that will help you achieve above-average sales results. In the latter case, when customers simply expect you to possess that expertise, you won't be able to engage them without it.

      Second, relatively speaking, the competitive advantage conferred by sales effectiveness has just begun to emerge. It may well retain its power to win sales for ten or fifteen years or longer, depending on how many salespeople recognize and strive to attain it, before it becomes a commonplace standard and an expectation in the customer's eyes.

      So, the bad news is that the same evolutionary pattern that brought the sales professional to the top spot in the customer's buying decision will eventually create the same kind of competition that transformed price, quality, and features from substantial differentiation factors into entry fees. At some point in the future, customers will expect sales professionalism as a matter of course. When that happens, some other factor, perhaps one that has not even appeared on our radar as yet, will emerge as the leading competitive advantage.

      Here's the good news, though. Given the current level of professionalism in sales, we expect that those rare salespeople who are already meeting their customers' expectations and demands, and those who can quickly respond to them, will enjoy a good long run at the peak of their profession.

      
        The Demand for Sales Effectiveness
      

      Before we set off pell-mell on a quest for sales effectiveness, it only makes sense to examine why it has come to occupy such a commanding position in your customers' minds. Why do customers say that the person selling them products and services is more influential than price or quality or the seller's ability to provide total solutions (which are the three influencers most often cited, after sales effectiveness)?

      We've already touched on one major reason: the competition among vendors in these other areas is in the process of reducing those areas to table stakes. Chances are very good that your major competitors are offering similar levels of quality, that their prices are roughly equal to yours, and that, like you, they are positioning their offerings as solutions. If your customers don't see any significant differences between the price, quality, and solutions offered by you and your competitors, these attributes will have little impact on their buying decisions.

      Granted, your company will almost always have some unique advantages to offer customers, even if they are only marketing-based advantages, such as brand or reputation. Perhaps you also offer greater ease of installation or a more comprehensive service plan or a newly developed product feature that is not available from your competitors — yet. The problem with these advantages is that as they prove capable of attracting a substantial number of customers, your competitors will quickly undertake to meet and exceed them. Consider what happens to the sales of prescription drugs on the day that their patent protection expires. Your neighborhood pharmacy has generic versions already stocked and ready to sell the minute it is legally allowed to sell them, and the revenues produced by the original drug plummet. IMS Health calculated that the expiration of prescription drug patents in 2006 alone would result in the loss of $23 billion in revenue to pharmaceutical firms worldwide.1

      When there are fewer or no legal protections, competitors can catch up as quickly as they choose. A recent New York Times story that detailed the spread of luxury bedding within the hotel industry provides a good example.2 In 1999, Westin Hotels and Resorts pioneered this innovation within the large hotel chains when it introduced the “Heavenly Bed.” In addition to attracting travelers with the promise of a “sleep experience,” the concept became a new revenue generator as Westin began selling its branded bedding accessories. (In 2005, the revenue from the sales of these products hit $10 million.) Of course, the other major players took notice and “virtually every other hotel chain” upgraded its bedding, according to the Times. Hilton Hotels introduced the “Serenity Bed” and sells its accessories online. Marriott announced 300-thread-count sheets, feather beds, and so on. How do customers feel about this? Virtually everyone is happier with more comfortable bedding, but if every major hotel chain offers it, travelers needn't think about it much. They will get it whether they stay at a Westin or a Hilton or a Marriott. Of course, the same thing happens with your business products and services. Look at the proliferation of Customer Relationship Management (CRM) software and computer servers and outsourced call centers. As offerings proliferate and become more and more ubiquitous, the competitive advantages inherent in the quality, price, and sophistication of these products and services are reduced to standardized expectations. Thus, over time, they exert less and less influence on customers.

      A second major reason why sales effectiveness has emerged as the most influential factor in customers' buying decisions is closely related to the battles that erupt whenever a company discovers a reproducible advantage. These battles among competing vendors tend to generate more choices for their customers. Sometimes, the more choices customers have, the more difficult it is for them to choose, and the less likely they are to buy. In his book Future Shock, Alvin Toffler called this phenomenon “over-choice.” Professors John Gourville of Harvard Business School and Dilip Soman of University of Toronto's Rotman School of Management have been studying how overchoice impacts consumer brands. They discovered that the accepted wisdom that more variety means more market share is not always true. It all depends on how the choices offered by sellers are aligned within the overall product mix. There are many cases, particularly when there are multiple attributes that require the customer to make many tradeoff decisions (as in the feature choices on computers, for instance), when “an increasingly large assortment can negatively impact consumer choice and brand share.”3 In other words, you can offer your customers more features and benefits and win fewer sales!

      Thus, when sellers get into innovation races, they can inadvertently make things even more confusing for customers. As new product features and technologies explode, sellers can easily outrun the customer's ability to comprehend their offerings. Think about the burgeoning choices in telecommunications. At this point in its evolution, how many business customers understand all of the implications, requirements, and costs of VoIP (Internet-based phone service)?

      How do you, as a salesperson or a sales executive, overcome overchoice? One answer is by guiding the customer through the decision process. When technologies are emerging and choices are multiplying, customers develop a growing dependence on knowledgeable salespeople (their outsourced managers) to guide them through the maze of choices they suddenly face. In other words, salesperson effectiveness becomes a more and more influential factor in the customer's buying decision.

      So, competitive advantages ultimately spawn races — the race for quality, the race for total solutions, the race to lower prices — that undermine both the differentiating power of those advantages and the ability of customers to understand the myriad alternatives. These races support and promote the customer's demand for sales effectiveness. The fact that other competitive factors are more or less equal gives the professionalism of the salesperson greater weight in the customer's mind. The fact that the races often lead to increasingly sophisticated offerings creates greater customer dependence on sales professionals.

      Of course, because sales effectiveness is a competitive advantage, it is also subject to these same forces. If that's the case, however, why has the demand risen and remained so high? The quick answer: the dramatic scarcity of highly effective salespeople.

      
        The Supply Side of Sales Effectiveness
      

      Millions of salespeople are working in business-to-business markets. But when we analyze customers' actual purchase decisions and correlate those decisions against carefully collected ratings of the various and competing salespeople they deal with, we find that there are far fewer salespeople whom they consider world-class professionals. Over the past fourteen years, we have interviewed 80,000 business customers and collected data on 7,200 sales forces representing more than fifteen major industries. In the period between 1992 and 2002, business customers identified fewer than twenty of these sales organizations as world-class. In other words, they have awarded world-class status to less than three-tenths of one percent of the sales forces that they rated. (We should also note that these organizations sometimes represent only a single business group or division within a corporation, not its entire sales force and, most importantly, that having won in a given year was no guarantee of maintaining that lofty accomplishment. In fact, four of the companies lost world-class status after being acquired by or having merged with another company.)
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