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INTRODUCTION

Your biggest competitor is the status quo.

This book contains my top tips for salespeople, honed and refined over the years. In many ways it’s the ultimate product of more than three decades in this business. It’s the result of training more than half-a-million salespeople, of going on thousands of sales calls, and of making hundreds of thousands of phone calls.

Yet in this book, I can tell you nothing—nothing—that’s more important than this: Your biggest competitor is the status quo. That’s what you have to overcome.

I mean this in two senses. The first, which I’ve drummed into salespeople for a long time is simple. The prospect to whom you’re talking during your sales appointment or your cold call is happy with what he’s got. He has no defined need. If he did, if he wasn’t happy, he’d have called you.

Salespeople are often taught to look for problems, or even create them. That’s bunk. For the most part, if a customer has a problem, she or he will resolve it themselves.

Instead of this problem-centric approach, look at things this way: What you’re fighting against is whatever way the customer’s accustomed to doing things, whatever service he’s using, whatever product he’s employing. From his point of view, the status quo seems to be working; your job is to help him understand why it isn’t. You have to change him from what he’s doing (even if it appears to be nothing) to what you want him to do. You have to change him.

I’ll talk a great deal about this problem of the status quo and how to overcome it. It’s key to creating an effective cold call and a killer sales pitch.

These days, when I’m addressing groups of salespeople a lot of what I talk about focuses on innovation—a key word. Innovation, after all, is what separates you from the rest of the pack. It’s what makes the difference between good and great. Ninety-nine percent of us these days are selling a commodity product! What will get you the sale in the face of this is the degree of your creativity. If you look the same as the other salespeople who are trying to sell essentially the same thing as you, you’ll get nowhere.

To spark that creativity, you’ve got to have insight into the customer: what they do, how they do it, when they do it, whom they do it with, and perhaps most importantly, why they do it that way. Once you understand that, you can find innovative ways of showing them how you can help them do it better.

People buy because they believe that what you’re selling is better than what they currently have. Your challenge is to demonstrate that fact to them. And how can you possibly do that unless you understand what they’re doing with the product or service they’re currently using? The answer is, you can’t. Hence the value of insight.

Keep these words in mind as you read through the chapters that follow: insight … creativity … innovation … different.

Today there’s a second sense in which the status quo is your competitor.

The business landscape is changing, and it’s changing forever. We saw dramatic indications of this when the U.S. economy (and much of the world economy) crashed in 2008. The stock market plunged, sometimes 800 to 1,000 points in a single day. Home prices plummeted as the housing bubble burst. Unemployment soared above 10 percent, and the financial structure of the country teetered on the brink of apocalypse.

Fortunately, we pulled back, and things improved … slowly. But even though this was the most dramatic sign that the business landscape had been altered, the signs of fundamental change were there much earlier for anyone who cared to read them. Beginning in the 1980s with the growth of computing power, we entered an age in which communication and information exchange increased exponentially. When I was younger, there were computers at Yale and MIT that took up whole buildings. They were, on the whole, a bit less powerful than the laptop computer with which I’m writing these words.

Changes in information exchange led, almost inexorably, to the development of the World Wide Web and the Internet. Thanks to e-mail, we now had instant communication with remote corners of the globe. Documents, including text and images, could be sent at the speed of light. Information—and misinformation—proliferated. We found ourselves swimming in an alphabet soup of strange acronyms: VoIP, ICANN, TCP/IP, and so on.

Gradually, even the most technologically conservative (among whom I number myself) had to admit that our old way of doing business was gone forever. With this, there came a new realization: for salespeople to be successful in the twenty-first century, we must engage in a process of continual reinvention. It’s not enough to say, “Well, I use e-mail instead of sending a letter now, and I keep files on my computer instead of in a filing cabinet.” We have to constantly question the whole way in which we sell.

Anything short of that, and you risk being left behind. The speed at which technology and the landscape it influences are changing continues to accelerate. This means it’s not enough to change once; you have to continually change. You have to reinvent and rethink.

Reinvention means examining what you do, how you do it, when you do it, and why you do it. It’s in many ways parallel to the process I outlined above about gaining insight into your customers—only this time you’re gaining that insight into yourself. The goals that you had five, ten, or fifteen years ago probably sounded great back then, but how do they sound now? Has the new sales landscape made them outdated or stale? Are you still living in the past decade, trying to sell in ways that belong in a museum? Time doesn’t stand still, and neither should you.

Does that mean that I’m advocating throwing away all the techniques I’ve developed over the years? The ones I’ve taught to tens of thousands of salespeople? Of course not. This book is a testimony to the timeless nature of many of my sales principles:


	You have to ask questions.

	You have to let the prospect talk.

	The object of the cold call is to get the appointment.

	You have to keep track of your numbers.

	An objection is an opportunity.

	You must know the personality type of the person with whom you’re dealing.



All of these things remain true. What’s changed is the context in which you apply these techniques. The key to selling today is insight and innovation. You’ve got to be willing to try different things. If some of them don’t work, fine! Who cares? You tried them—that’s the main thing. As someone once said, success depends on your ability to fail early and often.

Today, too many salespeople are selling as if it’s the 1950s or 1960s. Listening to them, I sometimes feel as if I’m on the set of the television show Mad Men. It’s like we’re in a time warp.

Such salespeople will get sales … a degree of persistence and determination will yield some results, no matter how bad the technique. The point is that salespeople who resist change are wearing themselves out—frustrating themselves, their company, and their clients by refusing to see that the world is different.

Customers today are smarter and savvier than before. They have access to a vast array of information—the Internet. Not all of that information will be good, and part of your job now is to help them sort through the confusing amount of nonsense to see the nature of their problem and what they can do about it. I’ve always said that sales, when it comes down to it, is about helping the client. That’s never been more true than today.

In this book, you’ll find techniques that will help you do that. These are the basis of strong, sound, honest salesmanship. At their core, they haven’t changed for me in the past thirty-plus years.

But remember: Just because the techniques haven’t changed, don’t think you’re wielding them in the same context as before. Stop and look around you. Take stock of the kinds of questions your clients are asking, how you’re communicating with them, and how they’re communicating with each other. Find out about their changing needs and problems. Ask them the right questions.

And then get ready and sell!

Stephan Schiffman

New York City

May 2012






PART I
MY SALES PHILOSOPHY


My sales philosophy is pretty simple, really. It comes down to just a couple of points:


	As a salesperson, your job is to help the client do things better.

	The only way to do that is by finding out how and why the client is doing things now.

	That means you’ve got to ask the client questions.

	And listen to the answers.



There are lots of other elements to a good sale, but unless you start from these basics, you’ll find that all you’re really doing is collecting rejections. On the other hand, once you put the client first and start really listening to what she or he is saying, you’ll quickly discover that the client can do a lot of your work for you. They’re the experts on their business, and they know what the challenges are. What they don’t know is how you can help them. That part’s up to you.





Sales Technique #1

Know What You Want Before You Walk in the Door

Not long ago, someone sent me a cry for help. He wrote, “My manager says I’m spending too much time researching the company and not enough time working out what should happen next in the relationship. Shouldn’t I know something about the company before I go in?”

I’m a little torn here—I don’t like to get between a salesperson and his manager. However, I’d say this: Don’t over-research—but do spend a little time gathering the relevant facts. Find out the basics about the company. In today’s selling environment, there is no excuse for “cluelessness” about the company’s products and services. Take a few minutes to pull up the target company’s website. Ask yourself: Who are this company’s customers? Which of our success stories would be most relevant to this company?

When you’ve got the answers to these questions, you should probably move out of “research mode” and think about a different kind of preparation for the meeting.

It’s just as important to know what kind of next step you plan to ask for at the conclusion of the meeting. In other words, what is the Next Step you want to get to from this meeting? Specifically: What are you planning to ask for at the conclusion of the meeting? Another meeting to review a preliminary proposal? Another meeting to connect with the president of the company? A phone conference at a specific date and time to review technical details? A formal commitment to work together?

Remember, the Next Step must be helpful, logical, and easy for the prospect to agree to. It must also be connected to a specific date and time. And you must ask for it directly before you leave the meeting. Be sure you plan a primary Next Step—and a backup Next Step, just in case the first one doesn’t work out.





Sales Technique #2

Prepare Questions Ahead of Time

Here are a number of questions you should consider asking during the all-important information-gathering phase of your meeting.


	“How’s business?”

	“What would you have done in such-and-such an area if I hadn’t called you?” (Or: “What made you decide to call us?”)

	“What are you trying to make happen here over the next thirty days?”

	“I’m just curious—what do you do here?”

	“How does your company sell its product/service?”

	“How many people work here? Do they report to you?”

	“How many people do you work with who operate out of other locations?”

	“How do you maintain a competitive edge in an industry like this?”

	“How is your organization structured? How many offices/locations do you have?”

	“What are you doing now to grow your business?”

	“What are you doing now to reach out to new customers?”

	“What are you doing now to stay close to your existing customers?”

	“What are you doing now to service your accounts better?”

	“What are you doing now to track what your branch offices are doing on a daily basis?”

	“What are you doing to make it easier for customers to respond to your mailings?”

	“What made you decide to make X a priority right now?”

	“What kinds of new customers are you trying to attract?”

	“Who do you consider to be your biggest competitor? Why?”

	“How do you distinguish yourself from companies like X, Y, and Z in an industry like this?”

	“Is your industry changing? How?”

	“What was the last quarter/year like for you?”

	“Why did you decide to work with ABC Company?”



Whatever questions you ask, review them ahead of time. We tend to fall back on what is most familiar to us. Be sure that what’s most familiar to you as you walk in the door to the meeting is the first four or five questions (at least) that you’d like to ask during the course of the meeting.

Know—and practice—the first few questions you plan to ask at the meeting. This is vitally important because you will be in an unfamiliar setting with an unfamiliar person during your initial meeting. That equals stress, and during stressful situations, you will naturally revert to that which is most familiar to you.





Sales Technique #3

Ask Six Types of Questions

Let’s look at six basic question groups that can form the basis of an initial sales call:


	What the prospect does.

	How the prospect does that.

	When and where the prospect does what he or she does.

	Why the prospect does it that way.

	Who the prospect is currently working with.

	(Only ask after you’ve addressed numbers one through five.) Whether and how you can help the client do what he or she does better.



Questions in each of these six groups have a specific objective that will not vary, no matter how you decide to structure the question.

1. What Do You Do?

Even if you believe the prospect is engaged in a business with which you feel you’re familiar, at the outset of your relationship you’re not familiar with the unique challenges, opportunities, crises, and compromises that this particular prospect faces on a daily basis. You don’t yet know about the organization’s history, the typical profiles of its target customers, or the level of success or failure it has achieved in reaching and satisfying those customers. Similarly you don’t yet know about the career path of a particular contact you’ve hooked up with, his or her position of influence within the organization, or the specific way his or her job relates to the personal and business goals, formal or informal, that we all strive to achieve on some level.

2. How Do You Do It?

These questions determine the means the organization uses to attain its essential business objectives. They also cast light on what tactics an individual prospect uses to reach personal goals in a business or career context. Even if you believe the prospect is using a system or service that is similar to those of your other customers, and even if you know that the customer is currently buying a certain product to achieve a particular aim, you’re not familiar with the specific applications or product uses this customer has implemented or rejected. You don’t yet know about the organization’s past experiments in finding effective ways to attain important objectives. You don’t yet know what benchmarks are in place or being contemplated, nor do you know what product-related or system-related successes and failures the organization has experienced. Similarly, you don’t yet know about the methods your contact has found (or rejected) when it comes to attaining success or fulfillment on the job.

3. When and Where Do You Do It?

These questions focus on the time frame and physical location of the target organization’s operations. Is the business strongly affected by seasonal patterns, or does it operate year-round at essentially the same level? Is a particular element of the business something the company is just introducing, or has it been a mainstay of the organization’s operation for some time? Does the organization operate out of a single location, or are there a number of branch offices or satellite facilities? Is the organization highly centralized, with all the initiatives either coming from or subject to the approval of a headquarters office? Or is the target organization a more autonomous unit of a larger operation? Even if the structure, business patterns, and overall business profile of the target company strongly suggest to you that it is similar in all essential respects to existing customers, you must determine the specifics for this unique organization.

4. Why Do You Do It That Way?

The answers to such questions cast a light on the priorities and decision-making process at that target organization, either on the group or individual level. Even if you believe that their decision-making process is substantially similar to that of other customers of yours, you do not, at the outset of your relationship, know how the person you’re dealing with—or the organization he or she represents—makes decisions. You don’t yet know about the organization’s formal and informal lines of authority, its corporate culture, or the degree to which the target organization embraces a group-oriented or individualistic style of problem resolution or purchasing. Similarly, you don’t yet know about the individual contact’s predisposition when it comes to making decisions or approving purchases—if, indeed, he or she is authorized to approve purchases at all.

5. Who Are You Doing It With?

These questions will help you determine whether another independent supplier is currently working with your target organization and, if so, which one. Even if you have done extensive library research or personally purchased or used the target organization’s product or service, and therefore feel you have a reliable indication as to what vendors the organization is using, you must resolve the issue definitively.

6. How Can We Help You Do It Better?

Warning! This is an advanced questioning category. Don’t ask it before you have developed enough information by means of Questions One through Five. Questions in Group Six are meant to elicit the organization’s or prospect’s input in developing your formal proposal or to help finalize the implementation of that proposal. Yes, you read that right: In the best case, you will not write or otherwise dictate the proposal outlining what you can do for the prospect. Your aim is to allow the target organization to become the source of the information you deliver when it comes time to “make a pitch.” You’re going to do this because winning specific input to the content of your proposal, often through posing Group Six questions, will win buy-in on the part of the prospect, and it will substantially increase the likelihood that the product or service you deliver will meet the organization’s specifications exactly. By the same token, you will use Group Six questions to find out how you can build long-term person-to-person alliances by helping your contact attain the career or performance goals that matter most to him or her.





Sales Technique #4

Be Punctual

Not long ago, a salesperson came in to see me on a sales call. He was fifteen minutes late and didn’t understand why I was annoyed at his tardiness. But think about it. Did you ever go to a doctor or dentist who made you wait for twenty-five minutes—after you’d rushed to get to his office on time? There you are taking a taxicab or driving at breakneck speed in order to get to the dentist for your four o’clock appointment—only to have to spend twenty minutes waiting? That’s pretty aggravating, isn’t it? Why on earth should we subject our prospects to those experiences?

A salesperson needs to be punctual. Period. He needs to respect his own time, as well as the time of the individual that he or she is going to see. When a prospect blocks out time for you, you have to move heaven and earth to make the meeting happen at the time you’ve committed to—and that usually means planning on making your way into the office five or ten minutes before the appointed time.

Treat your own time and the time of your prospect with respect. You can do this by:


	Scheduling “hard” appointments (“Yes, I’ll meet you at ten on Tuesday morning) around nearby “soft” appointments (“I think we can meet at one, but you’ll have to call me to confirm the meeting in the morning.”). That way, if your “soft” appointment falls through, you haven’t made a trip for no reason.

	Use your off time to compose thank-you letters—but don’t do this during the day.

	On those rare occasions when you can’t make a scheduled meeting as the result of a dire emergency, call ahead and explain the problem—or try to arrange for a manager or colleague to stand in for you.

	Buy yourself a personal scheduling aid—whether written or electronic—and use it each and every day.

	Never overbook yourself. If you can’t make a certain date and time, say so up front and try to schedule your appointment for a date that’s not as full.

	Remember who’s in charge. If your client needs a few extra minutes to resolve an office crisis before sitting down to meet with you, don’t stew about it in the waiting room.







Sales Technique #5

Find Out What’s Changed

A salesperson sat down opposite me and said, “My work often involves customer service. What kinds of questions should I be asking to improve relationships with my company’s clients?”

Some months ago, I wandered into a Brooks Brothers store. My aim was simple: I wanted to buy a pair of suspenders. That was all I wanted to buy. The gentleman at the counter stared at me blankly when I stepped up and looked at him. I said, “I’m here to buy some suspenders.” He pointed and said, “Over there.”

Having received my marching orders, I walked in the direction he had pointed. I picked out a single pair of suspenders. I paid for them. I left the store. That was the end of the exchange.

A week or so later, I went to an electronics store. Once again, my aim was simple: I wanted to buy a basic clock radio. A clock radio was all I wanted to buy. I meandered into the store. I stepped over to the counter and looked at the woman by the cash register.

“Hi, there,” the woman behind the counter said, smiling.

“Hi,” I replied. “Can you show me where to find a $20 clock radio?”

Please bear in mind that that really was all I wanted to buy. And yet, at that point in the conversation, something amazing happened. The woman behind the counter said, “Sure. Just out of curiosity, though … what brings you to the store today?”

What a great question! She was actually interested in what had recently changed in my life. Clearly, something had changed enough to make me decide to walk into her store. She wasn’t clear on precisely what it was, and she wanted to find out. So she asked.

I answered her question by explaining that I had just moved to an apartment nearby, and that, since the apartment was bare, I had no way of waking up on time in the morning.

She smiled and showed me where the clock radios were. I picked out a model. Then she asked me whether I wanted to look at a television set. Well, that certainly made sense. I was camping out in an empty apartment; I was likely to be in California for a while, which meant I was in the market for a television; I’d already made the trip down to the electronics store. Why not at least take a look at a floor model or two? “Sure,” I said. “Why don’t you show me where those are and let me take a look at what you have?” There were other questions as well. Did I want to look at CD players? Microwave ovens? Cordless telephones?

An hour after having walked into a store intending only to buy a $20 clock radio, I left with $2,000 in merchandise. All because one person had the sense to ask me about what I had done that had caused me to change my pattern and walk into her store.





Sales Technique #6

Use Fallbacks

A while back, I found myself in Dallas, Texas, working with a high-tech company. I was looking at notes that detailed people whom the company’s sales representatives had called without making a sale. I was going through page after page of notes, and I kept noticing that, for the most part, the space labeled “Comments” read simply “Did not buy.” So I started to inquire a little bit further. I tracked down some of the salespeople who had filled out the sheets, and I asked, “Mr. Smith here, we’ve got him marked down as ‘Did not buy.’ Why didn’t he buy?” For the most part, there was no real reason. All I would hear was, “He wasn’t interested.” Then I’d ask the rep what the company’s focus was—what it did during the course of the average day, how it kept its customers happy and its competitors baffled—and reps often had no idea!
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