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Introduction


You’ve got this book in your hands because you think it can help you get more out of your work—more money and more personal satisfaction. This probably isn’t the first book about selling that you have read. Chances are you have seen and read a lot of other books, books that promise to give you the “secrets,” the magic, the inspiration. You probably already know a lot about how to hype yourself by looking in the mirror every morning and repeating certain phrases to yourself. By now you know the mysteries of “PMLA” and “HPD” and some other magical-power expressions and attitude builders. You know a lot about what you should think and what you shouldn’t think, positive and negative. And maybe you are a little confused by this time from all the contradictory advice the books have offered.

I don’t want to take anything away from the promoters, the experts, and the other well-meaning people who grind out all those books. They have to make a living too.

But let’s face it. What you want to know is how to sell real products and services now. And most of those authors never sold very much in their lives, except their books. They may be professional writers or professional sales training experts. Some of them may have spent a few weeks or months selling something until they figured out something at which they were better. And maybe one of them made a good living selling one multimillion-dollar real estate development every two years, which has nothing to do with the kind of selling you do and want to do better.

That’s the point. They just aren’t our kind of salesman, out there selling every day for a living. They don’t do it because they have to. When you read their books, they sound fine. And they probably give you a little help, maybe even enough to earn back what they cost you. But when you think about those books, you realize pretty soon that these writers—even the best of them—just aren’t our kind of salesman.

But I am. I sold cars and trucks. New ones, at retail, no fleet deals, just new cars and trucks, one at a time, face to face, belly to belly, to the same kind of people you sell to, every day. Maybe you sell cars or suits or houses or appliances or furniture or something else, day in and day out, something that you have to sell a lot of to make out. And when you read these books by the experts, you probably have the same gut reaction I do: There’s something missing. What is missing, your intuition tells you, is first-hand, on-the-job involvement with our problems, our people, our world. Those guys just don’t feel like they’ve been out there in the trenches every day the way we have to be if we’re going to eat tomorrow.

That’s why my book is different. That’s why this book is going to work for you in ways that the others never did. Because I was out there every day the way you are. I did what you do. I felt what you feel. I wanted what you want. And I got it. Other people have been called the world’s greatest salesman. But they aren’t our kind of salesman. Among our kind of salesman, I am the world’s greatest. You don’t have to take my word for that claim. If you want to check me out, take a look at the world’s foremost authority, the Guinness Book of Records. To prove I am not A.T.A.N.A. (all talk and no action) like the others that say they are #1 with their self-proclaimed records, my claim was audited by one of the top auditing firms, Deloitte & Touche (letter available upon request). Look up the world’s greatest salesman. You’ll find that it’s me, Joe Girard. Or check stories about me in Newsweek, Forbes, Penthouse, and Woman’s Day, or in hundreds of other magazines and newspapers. You’ve probably seen me on one or another national television show in recent years. And they always introduce me as “the world’s greatest salesman” as attested by the Guinness Book of Records.

How well did I do after I started selling in 1963? In my first year, I sold only 267 cars. Only! Even those days that would be more than just a living. In that first year, I was maybe the top guy in the dealership. In 1966, my fourth year, I sold 614 cars and trucks (retail). This is the year I became NUMBER ONE RETAIL CAR AND TRUCK SALESMAN IN THE WORLD. And every year since, I was the NUMBER ONE RETAIL CAR AND TRUCK SALESMAN, increasing my business better than 10 percent a year and some years as high as 20 percent, even when we had bad recessions, layoffs, and long strikes. In fact, the worse the economy got, the smarter I worked and the better I did. I have stayed on top even when the auto dealers in the Detroit area cut the workweek from six days to five.

In 1976, which was my biggest year, I had gross earnings from commissions in excess of $300,000. Not too many beat me, except maybe those guys who spend three years paying off some cabinet minister in some country to buy their airplanes or missiles. But that’s not the kind of selling you and I are talking about.

What we are talking about is a profession that uses skills and tools and experience and practice. It brings us lots of headaches and frustrations, no matter how well we do. But when we do it right, it brings us more financial and emotional pleasure than any other kind of work in the world. I did what I did because I love the money and the excitement and the satisfaction of winning again and again and again.

You may already be doing pretty well. You may have a home, a vacation place, a boat, and a couple of cars. But if you have read this far, you think there is more to be had than that. And you’re right. There is more of all the kinds of pride and satisfaction every good salesman should feel. In fact, the better you are, the more you should want. If you think you have enough of everything, then you aren’t doing as well as you could, so keep on reading. Because I have a total system for selling that is a lot like farming in a country where things grow all the time. With my system, you do a lot of things that are like planting seeds. You do them all the time, and then you begin to harvest—all the time. And every time you have harvested a sale, you plant something else. You plant and plant and harvest and harvest—all the time—through every season. There is nothing like it. I guarantee it.

But if you think that there is nothing you can do to sell and win, because you’re a loser, let me tell you that I was a bigger loser than you have ever been.

For the first 35 years of my life I was the world’s biggest loser. I got thrown out of high school. I got thrown out of about 40 different jobs. I lasted only 97 days in the U.S. Army. I couldn’t even make it as a crook. I tried twice. The first time I wound up with nothing but a night of terror in juvenile detention. The second time the charges against me were dismissed for lack of evidence. And when I finally got into a business where I was making a small but fairly steady income, the first time I tried to expand I wound up facing bankruptcy, owing more money than I had ever seen, because I believed somebody who had no reason to tell me the truth.

How I got from there to here is what this book is about. This book is not being written by a spectator with a fancy title and a lot of degrees. This is being written by a working salesman who was in the front lines every day selling. Even when I travel around the country giving talks to other salesmen, I am selling, because salesmen have to be sold that the people who show them how to do it know how to do it because they did it. The story of how I got to be the world’s greatest salesman gives me an enormous amount of pride. But I get even more from the letters I receive from working salesmen who meet me and hear me talk and then write telling me how I have changed their lives by making them better, happier, more prosperous salesmen.

WINNING BLOODLESS VICTORIES

Remember that for a real salesman there is nothing better than selling. It is like home runs for a hitter, touchdowns for a running back, victories for a general. But when a salesman sells there are no losers. Both the buyer and the seller win if it’s a good sale. The confrontation that leads to a sale is like a game or a war, but one where nobody bleeds, nobody loses, everybody wins. What’s better than that?

But the process that leads to that victory should start long before you ever see your prospect for the first time. And it goes on long after the customer signs the order, pays, and leaves with his purchase. In fact, if you think the sale ends when, like they say in the car business, you see the customer’s taillights, you’re going to lose more sales than you ever dreamed of. But if you understand how selling can be a continuing process that never ends, then you’re going to make it to the big time.

Once my selling system got into high gear, I never had to look for customers among the people who walk into the front door of the showroom. I didn’t take “ups.” All my customers in those days were people who asked for me by name. All of them. And for every 10 sales I made, roughly 6 of them were to people I sold at least once before. And we’re talking about automobiles. People buy them about every three or four years, and even less often among the middle- and working-class people who were most of my sales. If you’re selling clothes or booze or things that people buy a lot more often, getting them back again and again is even more important. But it is harder to do with cars. So if I can show you the ways I kept people coming back to buy cars from me, you know it’s going to mean even more sales for you if you’re selling these other kinds of products and services where success depends even more on bringing them back again.

I guarantee you that my system will work for you, if you understand it and follow it. I looked at selling situations and customers in different ways than I once did. This means that I have changed my attitude about a lot of aspects of my profession. I know there are a lot of people who talk about the importance of attitudes. They tell you that if you change your attitude toward something they have put CAPITAL LETTERS on, then everything will be just dandy for you. Most of these people are sincere but they aren’t out there selling face-to-face day after day.

Let’s face it. We live in the real world, and it is a very tough world. Whatever you are selling, there is probably somebody else out there selling one exactly like it. Not probably. It’s a fact. It is a very competitive world. And, aside from the thousands of Chevy salesmen who are trying to sell exactly the same car to exactly the same customers as I was, there are hundreds of thousands of other salespeople trying to take the same money from them for everything from furniture, houses, swimming pools, and motorboats to vacation trips, tuition, and savings accounts. And when you finally get the customer to come in, he is looking to hustle you in some way, not because he is a bad person but because he has come to believe that you are. It is a very tough profession we have chosen, but if we choose to deal with it as a profession with rules and standards and principles, it can be made to pay off in financial and emotional satisfaction.

The first thing you’d better know—if you don’t know it already—is that this is not always a nice world. Competition is a tough game, but everybody competes with everybody else for everything you and they want. I am no philosopher, but I knew that almost from the day I was born. And it is one of the few things I learned before the age of 35 that turned out to be useful to me. What I am trying to say is that the so-called experts are putting ideas in your way that you will either have to get rid of or reshape before they can help you make more money and have more satisfaction from selling.

It is a very tough, competitive world. But when I say that, I don’t mean that you are going to have to cheat or steal to survive. Stick with me and you will see what I do mean. You will see how you can change people by selling them the right way, my way, and wind up with their money and their friendship. In fact, if you don’t get both their money and their friendship, you are not going to be in business very long. Don’t get me wrong: When I talk about friendship, I am not talking about goody-goody things like Love Thy Neighbor. How you get along with your neighbor is strictly your business. But when you get to the chapter on the Law of 250 you will understand exactly what I mean by friendship. We are going to deal with the kinds of attitudes customers have toward salesmen and the importance of telling the truth and the value of certain kinds of lies. If you don’t understand whom you’re dealing with and what they really want to hear, then you can’t make it in the long run. I assure you of that.

But even before we get to the business of your customers’ attitudes, we are going to have to deal with your own. Remember that I was a total loser for 35 years, which I am going to describe with enough detail so you’ll start to feel sorry for me, like I felt sorry for myself. But I’ll tell you right now that feeling sorry for yourself is a trap. It guarantees that you’ll keep on losing. It kills everything that it takes to be a winner in the war of life and of selling. I’ll show you that too. And I’ll show you how I went from being a loser to being a big winner, the world’s greatest salesman, like it says in the book. I did it all by myself. I’ll tell you and show you how I did it. And you’ll be able to see what you are doing in your own life that is defeating you and that can be turned around to make you a big winner.

I mean that. You’ll have to do it to yourself and for yourself. Nobody can do it for you. But I believe that I can show you what I did with my life—and why I did it—so that you can be guided by it to look at yourself and your life and learn to turn the disadvantages into advantages, the liabilities into assets, the failures into successes, the defeats into victories.

Once you have come to that point, you get a set of attitudes built into your head. I know that most of those so-called experts tell you to do it the other way around. That is, they give you the words, the attitudes that you ought to have, and they tell you to develop them. They tell you to make yourself believe them by repeating them every morning when you get up or by saying them to yourself in the mirror or some such thing as that.

THE WAY TO WINNING ATTITUDES

But if you do that without knowing why or how, it’s not going to be worth any more than squeezing a rabbit’s foot or rubbing a lucky piece. The only way to have the right attitudes is to know what the wrong ones are and how you got them and why you keep them. And I am going to lead you through the story of my attitudes: the wrong ones, and then the great change in my life that led me to the right ones. Don’t get the idea that I’m referring to some magical moment when a finger from heaven touched me. The change in my life came for a lot different and more understandable reasons, as you will discover.

I am not saying that what I went through was easy, but I did it. And if I could do it, coming from where I came from, anybody who is sick and tired of being a loser can do it. I guarantee that too. But you have to build in your own version of the right attitudes as the first step. Then you will understand the other rules and parts of my system, and why they work if you work them properly and consistently. The Law of 250 will make it clear why you will want to use the system all the time. When we get to the use of time, you will understand not just the obvious facts about the value of time and the cost of wasting it, but also the importance of being realistic about yourself and what you can do, and how to be good to yourself in the long and the short run. When we get to certain aspects of what I did, I will of course be talking about how I sold cars to people. I will relate what I did to what salespeople in other fields do. A lot of it is obvious and you can figure it out for yourself. When I say it is essential to get a customer to take a demonstration ride, you know, if you’re selling houses, that the equivalent is getting the people into the model. Or putting the suit on the customer. Or even cooking them a meal if you’re selling them a new kitchen. The old-time door-to-door vacuum cleaner salesman used to throw dust and dirt on the floor and then run the vacuum to show how well it worked. The Club Aluminum salesman cooks a meal when he shows his line. A mattress salesman has got to get the customer to lie down. Those obviously are all equivalents of the demonstration ride in a new Chevrolet.

But whatever I did and say that has to do with selling cars, there is almost always an equivalent for selling anything else. Maybe a life insurance salesman can’t get you to go to your own funeral like Tom Sawyer did, but he’ll get you to talk about your wife and children, and maybe get you to take out their pictures and leave them on the table while he is talking. This can be a hel-luva good reminder that you’re not going to be around forever, and this may be all he needs to remind you of. It’s a kind of demonstration ride.

From here on out, I am going to take you step by step through my discovery of the way to change from loser to winner. I’ll show you how I built in the attitudes of a sure winner and how those attitudes led me to the development of my system. And remember this: Those attitudes and that system have made me the World’s Greatest Salesman.
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The End of a Loser,
the Beginning
of a Winner


Somebody once told me that I was a born salesman. Let me tell you that’s not true. Some salesmen, maybe even most salesmen, may be born to it. But I was not born a salesman. I made me a salesman, all by myself. And if I could do it, starting from where I did, anybody can. Stay with this story and you’ll soon see what I mean.

Lots of people start out poor, but the way it was where I was born was a special kind of poor, maybe something like the kind of poor these days if you’re black and poor. I was born November 1, 1928, on the lower east side of Detroit. In those days it was almost all what you would call Italian, but what I call Sicilian, because to me there’s a big difference. I’m proud to be a Sicilian, even though a lot of people, including people from other parts of Italy, discriminate against us and try to make out that all of us are born into some kind of crime syndicate. My strong pride got me into a lot of trouble in my younger days, and even sometimes in recent years. I was pretty quick to fight anybody who called me “wop,” “dago,” or “greaser.” I know that everybody is prejudiced against somebody, but I have never liked it directed against me, and I’ve bloodied a lot of noses for being called “wop,” “dago,” or “greaser.”

The first home I remember was an upper flat in a two-family house across the street from a coal yard. You would think it was a pretty lousy place if you lived across from a coal yard. But it had one advantage. When things were really tough in the wintertime, and the house was freezing cold, my older brother Jim and I could go across the street and I would crawl under the fence and throw hunks of coal to my brother, who would put them in a burlap bag. Then we’d haul them home and put them in the furnace. Sometimes that was all there was to burn, so it never bothered us that the coal maybe belonged to somebody else. That’s the kind of world I was born into.

The furnace was in the cellar, but I remember the cellar for another reason. It was my father’s favorite place to beat me from as early as I can remember. I guess I was as good and bad as most little kids, nothing special. So I never knew why he did it to me and not to my brother or my two younger sisters. But he did it. Mostly he would take me down there and tie me to a pipe, and then he’d beat me with one of those big leather straps he used to sharpen his razor. Any time any of the kids made any noise or anything, it was me that got it. Down to the cellar, and him hollering as he whipped me, You’re no good, you’ll never be nothing, you’re gonna go to jail—stuff like that. And I never could figure out why me, but he never stopped as long as I lived at home.

Sometimes I’d run away a few blocks to the railroad yard down by the river and hide out in the boxcars. Once in a while, I’d even sleep on the straw-covered floors of freight cars. And when I’d come home, he’d beat me again and tell me I was no good and would never amount to anything, and that I’d end up in Jacktown (what we called the state prison in Jackson, Michigan, where a lot of guys from the neighborhood went).

I’ll tell you one thing. If you grow up in a house where your father is the boss, and he tells you you’re no damn good from the earliest time you can remember and beats you hard while he’s telling you, you believe it. After all, he’s the only father, the only authority you know, and he must be right. After a while, I started believing it, even though my mother used to come down to the cellar afterward and tell me that I really was a good boy. That helped some, I guess, but she was not the boss like my old man, so, as much as I loved her, I still believed that I was no good and never would be worth anything. I believed it for a long time, and it had a lot to do with what happened to me, what I did to myself, for most of my life.

I have tried to figure out what it was that made him hate me and pick on me and dump on me that way all the time. He came from Sicily as a young man, uneducated, practically illiterate, and poor. His own father had been a tyrant who cursed and beat him. My father was 25 when he married my mother. She was only 15, and her mother was not too happy about her marrying my father. Nobody ever told me what was going on in those days, but a feud started between my father and my mother’s mother that never ended as long as he lived. My father wouldn’t let any of us, including my mother, have anything to do with my grandmother, even when she lived in the same two-family house. My mother used to sneak into the cellar and talk to her through a partition sometimes. And I would visit her too, because we were very close friends, maybe because of how my father felt about us. Whenever my father found out that I was seeing his enemy, bam, the beating and the hollering and the cursing began again.

You’re probably wondering what this has to do with how to sell. Well, it has everything to do with how attitudes get planted in your head. And what got planted in my head was that I was no good and that I wouldn’t amount to anything. I believed that, and I was going to prove that my father was right. After all, you’re supposed to honor and obey your father. But there was another attitude planted there too, from the same beatings and cursings. There was this feeling of wild anger against him and wanting to prove to him that he was wrong, so he’d love me like he loved my brother and my sisters. Sometimes one attitude operated, sometimes the other one, and sometimes they canceled each other out.

My father was never able to get much work. After all, it was the Depression and we were Sicilians in Detroit and he had no trade, nothing. Mostly he was laid off or on the WPA. We were almost always on welfare (which they called relief in those days), and about the only happy times I can remember were around Christmas when the Goodfellows (a local charity) would send us this box of toys that people had contributed. Mostly they were used and repaired, but it was a big thrill. And even better was the coupon they gave that we could take downtown and exchange for a pair of new shoes. That was a very big deal to me in those days.

    When I was around eight years old, I started working. A few blocks from where we lived there were a lot of factories. U.S. Rubber had a tire plant near the river, there was a big stove factory, and there were some furniture factories and some others. All along East Jefferson Avenue, near these plants, there were workingmen’s bars. I built a shoeshine box and got some brushes and polishes (I don’t remember where I got the money for them), and I worked those bars giving shines. If you think you have earned money the hard way, let me tell you that squatting on the floors of crummy saloons shining shoes for pennies will match whatever you’ve done. I’d start out in the afternoon after school when the factories were letting out. I’d work all the bars along Jefferson for about a mile, and then I’d come back and start again, maybe more than once in a day. My price was a nickel, if I could get it. Sometimes I’d get a tip of an extra penny or two, and sometimes I couldn’t even get more than two cents for the whole shine. After a while, I developed some tricky moves like tossing the brushes in the air and changing hands. People got to know me, and I’d get extra tips. In those days of the 1930s, even one penny bought a lot of candy, and a nickel bought a double-dip ice cream cone or a quart of milk.

The second and third time along the street I’d see the same guys three or four drinks later. I saw what booze does to people just in the course of a few hours. Sometimes it would make them easier and maybe more generous, but a lot of times it just made them meaner. After all, these were men who had worked a hard day and were maybe scared they’d lose their jobs. There were more workers than jobs in those days, a lot more. And they had stopped off to unwind and unload their troubles before they had to go home to a poor and miserable house. Working those bars was pretty grim. But I’d work till maybe ten or eleven at night and come home with about a dollar, sometimes more. All of it went to the family, and sometimes it was all the money that was coming in. When a plant was closed or there wasn’t much business for me for some other reason and I only brought home a few cents, my father would holler at me and beat me. Those nights I’d be afraid to go home. The fear of not doing well got built into me then, and I’d want to stay out later to do maybe a few more shines.

It was a lousy kind of childhood, but I never want to forget it. That’s why I keep a big picture of me at age nine on my knees shining a shoe. I have it hanging on the wall of my office so I won’t forget what I started from. I hated it, but I’m proud of it.

MY FIRST SALES

Maybe there was a little selling experience in going around and practically begging guys to let me shine their shoes. I guess putting on my little act on the floor with the brushes and all was a kind of selling pitch. But where I really learned about one aspect of selling was when I started delivering newspapers. I’d get up at about six o’clock in the morning and go to the garage where the Detroit Free Press copies were dropped off to be delivered in the neighborhood. I’d fold them and carry them in a bag on my route, and then go to school and do the shine bit afterward.

Where I really learned about selling, though, was when the paper had a contest for new subscribers. For every one you signed up who stayed for at least a month, you won a case of Pepsi-Cola. Now that was a very big deal to me. A case of 24 12-ounce bottles of soda pop was really something. You talk about incentives and motivation. Boy, that really was it for me. I worked every house and every apartment on every street I could find. I rang so many doorbells my fingers got sore. I may even have missed a day or two of school during that contest. But I was persistent. I’d say, “We’re having a contest, and I’d like you to sign up for just one week.” The prize was only if they lasted a month, but I figured that most people would keep taking the paper once they had signed up. I’d tell them how it would be delivered to their door before they got up, which was true. And if they said no, I’d keep on going, never giving up, never being so disappointed that I didn’t keep pushing doorbells. It’s no fun being turned down. But I soon found out that the more people I talked to, the more sales I made. And that is fun, and better than fun. Because pretty soon the little garage we had behind our house was lined with cases of Pepsi that I could sell in the neighborhood for whatever I could get for them. This gave me more money to bring home, more hope that I could prove to my father that I was worth something. But even that didn’t seem to work.

    I stayed with the shine box and the newspapers for about five years, going to school most of the time but not doing very well at it. I was not much of a scholar, but I learned some and didn’t do too bad when I was there. But the trouble between my father and me never got any better. And maybe a couple of dozen different times he would throw me out of the house. I’d sleep in those boxcars,or sometimes I’d go downtown and take a room in a flophouse at the edge of downtown. It was a crummy part of town, cheap hotels, roominghouses, whorehouses, movies that showed what passed for porn in those days. Id get a bed in one of those places for a dime or a quarter a night—you didn’t get a room, just a bed in a kind of dormitory with a bunch of drunks sleeping if off or having the dt’s. My father would come looking for me after a while and bring me back home and tell me to be good. He did it because my mother made him do it, I guess. I’d come home, try school for a while, hang out with the guys on the corner, and then get thrown out again.

When I was 16, I was out on the corner one night with these two guys, two friends of mine from the neighborhood. They said, “We’re going to knock off this bar over on Meldrum and Lafayette. We cased the joint already and there’s liquor and maybe he leaves some cash. Wanna come along?” It was one of the bars where I used to shine shoes, and I knew the bar. I’d never done anything like that before, but maybe it was because I knew the place or whatever, but I decided to go along with them. Whatever I was, I wasn’t a crook. At least not till then. I don’t know what decided me to go along, but there I was.
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