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Preface

It’s what you learn after you think you know it all that counts.*

—John Wooden

This is what I know to be true about the profession of selling: Selling is one of the most misunderstood careers anyone can choose. The perceptions held by many customers place salespeople in very difficult situations. Fortunately, it does not have to be this way.

I have grown tired of the misconceptions held by so many about a profession I am so proud of. I have also grown tired of the revolving door we put so many of our salespeople through unnecessarily. It is my belief that we fail to train salespeople in skills that are vital to their survival. We fail to justify even the need for pure, simple sales training. We do a fair job of inundating our sales forces with product training but not sales training. We explain, “They’ll learn on the job.”

Because of the lack of real sales training, we have created a culture of order-taking sales drones who do nothing but ramble on about their wonderful products. Quite simply, there is very little “selling” and a whole lot of “telling”! Saddest of all, many who think they are selling are actually making a living boring their customers to tears. Unfortunately, once whatever market these salespeople are in changes and tightens up, they become the first casualties.

I have written this book to help break this cycle. This book is about selling, and selling is about the process of persuasion. The word persuasion is not a dirty word. My hope is that reading about how to persuade in an ethical manner will open your mind to the many applications of selling. The skills used in selling can be applied to just about anything. For instance, you will often find that highly successful managers possess powerful selling skills. Does this really surprise you? Managers are faced with many difficult decisions every day, and these decisions require sales skills.

When unpopular directives come filtering down from higher levels, a manager has two choices. The first, and weaker, option finds the manager gathering the team together and proceeding to blast senior management behind closed doors. Not only is this an obviously weak approach to management, but usually the team that is being managed blames the manager for the actions anyway. How many times have you been in a meeting and heard a manager start with, “If it were up to me, I would not be making the decision I am about to tell you about, but this is what is coming down from above, so we’re all forced to live with it”? The second option is to sell the directives to the team. No manager is going to agree with 100 percent of the decisions made from above. Those decisions need to be sold, and good managers are quite effective at doing just that.

Throughout this book, I introduce you to ideas that I think are vital to understand. I call these “Rob’s Rules.” The first of these rules is:

►  All occupations require selling skills.

Looking back on two fine companies and what they meant to my career is a humbling experience. I was fortunate enough to sell, and sell well, for two of the greatest sales companies on the face of the earth. The first was the New York Life Insurance Company. In my first year, working within an experimental program and called a field trainee, I was one of the only two salespeople in the country hired right out of college. I was twenty-one years old. There was a reason for my unique position within this company. Unlike most other insurance companies, New York Life believed that those who sold insurance needed to be at least twenty-five years old. This philosophy was symbolic of the company’s high standards, as well as its ethical approach to selling. At age twenty-five, the insurance agent is starting to associate with potential customers who are starting families, buying homes, and basically beginning to prepare for the future.

As an apprentice field underwriter, I learned many lessons of selling in difficult sales environments. Every salesperson learns the difficult lessons of rejection and the brutality of a final no. An insurance salesperson learns it a little more frequently, and with a little more emotion. Despite the difficult nature of the business, I was lucky enough to gain success along with one thing more: New York Life lit a fire within me that burns to this day. It taught me to love to sell.

The other company that I am forever grateful to is the Xerox Corporation. Xerox also took a chance with me. Whereas New York Life intentionally avoided hiring salespeople right out of college, Xerox thrived on it. Its product was different, and so was its sales force. Unlike the insurance industry, for the most part, the office automation industry is much more youthful. At twenty-nine years of age, I was hungry, loved to sell, and rather green around the edges. Xerox took me and my love for selling and taught me something New York Life did not teach me: Xerox taught me how to sell.

Once I arrived at the Xerox training center and became a trainer for Xerox, I began to appreciate fully the complexity of selling. Anyone in a position to teach others is forced to become intimate with that process.

I spent seven years becoming intimate with the Xerox sales process, almost half that time as the only trainer Xerox allowed to teach its customers. It was during this time that I began to notice consistent areas of confusion in the training of my customers and started to experiment with my own modifications. I did not know it then, but the Customer Centered Selling process was beginning to emerge.

The name “Customer Centered Selling” comes from my belief that nothing else really matters if you do not first center your selling process around the customer. You can focus all you want on selling, but if you do not first study the decision-making process your customers go through, your work will be futile.

There is no other book that teaches the way Xerox sells. Xerox is known around the world as one of the leaders in sales training, and rightfully so. Xerox sells products that for the most part do just what the competition does. The only difference is that Xerox products cost more. How do they dominate their industry so effectively? They teach their sales force all about the products and then they teach them how to sell!

When you have finished reading this book, take a moment to complete the reply card in the back of this book and drop me a line, or visit my Web site (www.jolles.com) and e-mail me (at Rob@jolles.com). There is no greater joy than hearing from those of you I have worked with in one form or another. Your reaction to what you are about to read would be most appreciated.

Now, open your mind to what you are about to read. The process is challenging, and mastering it is impossible without a commitment from you. When the Spanish explorer Cortes landed at Veracruz, the first thing he did was burn his ships. Then he told his men, “You can either fight or you can die.” Burning his ships removed the third alternative: giving up and returning to Spain. Get rid of excuses, and you will benefit a great deal from what you are about to discover.

With that said, roll up your sleeves, and get ready to learn how to persuade in a fair and honest manner. Ladies and gentlemen, sell might be four-letter word, but there is honor in the art of selling. We just have to take the time to teach people what to do and how to do it. You’ll find the answers to those questions in the pages that follow.

*Author’s note: All opening quotations, except my two, came from Edward F. Murphy, 2,715 One-Line Quotations for Speakers, Writers, and Raconteurs (New York: Crown, 1981; reprinted Gramercy Books, 1996).
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I didn’t want a big play once in a while, I wanted a solid play every time.

—John Madden

There is a dilemma that exists within selling, and it has been around for some time. On the one hand, as I will explain within this chapter, salespeople are a dire necessity to many within our society. Unfortunately, however, it has become fashionable to attack those who choose selling as a career. The problems within selling have been accentuated by the many advances in technology and the perceived need to transfer that knowledge to the customer. This in turn has made many salespeople fit the stereotypical mold the public has held for so long of a profession they know little about: “Salespeople talk, but they don’t listen.”

I had been mildly aware of this problem but did not pay much attention to it. Then one day while I was shopping in the local mall with my family, a chance meeting with an old friend made me sit up and see the dilemma for what it is.

It was a cold winter’s day, and we were looking to get warm, while killing some time and keeping our kids from climbing the walls. The moment we arrived at the mall, I learned that we were not the first to come up with this idea, but we nevertheless marched onward to the toy store. While our kids were playing with the floor items, my wife and I milled around with other parents, keeping one eye on the time and the other on our kids. A friend from college whom I had not seen for many years walked up and offered a warm hello. We feverishly went about catching up on each other’s lives. Children were pointed out, wives introduced, houses and mutual friends discussed. Finally I asked my friend what he was doing professionally. The family seemed well dressed, and the stroller their child was in was top quality. He seemed to be doing well. Strangely enough, when I first asked him what he was doing, I could not make out his response. I asked again, and he began to explain.

“I work with people finding solutions to various situations within their organizations,” he replied.

I scratched my head trying to figure out what he meant, then asked, “What does that mean exactly?”

This time, a little bit nervously, he responded, “I assist computer users in understanding their needs and recommend products to address these needs.”

Well, some would take the hint and drop the topic right there, but I didn’t. I could tell he was doing well, so why wouldn’t he tell me what he did? I could not believe it would be illegal. Not this guy. So I reloaded my question one more time: “What do they call what it is you do?” I asked.

He looked down at the ground, stuttered and stammered, and finally whispered nervously, “They call me a salesman.”

Oh my! Horror of horrors. I certainly saw no need to try to pursue this point any further. The look of shame on my friend’s face resembled that of a molester being led in handcuffs past the TV cameras. My mind flashed a picture of this person being led out of the toy store with a coat pulled up and over his head. Through the crowd, whispers would be heard, “Caught the guy selling. Can you imagine?”

Oh, don’t worry. I didn’t leave him in this state. Imagine his relief when I told him that I teach salespeople!

My question is, What happened? Why is there this defensiveness, even shame, about being in sales? Every profession has its stereotypes, but the public’s perception seems especially tied to these sales stereotypes.

RESPECTING THE ART OF SELLING

Sometimes it becomes almost fashionable to attack various professions. I must admit that I too have been caught up in the latest casualty of perception. When lawyer bashing began, my first feeling was that of relief. I thought, “Finally! Another profession is taking its lumps.” How hypocritical! Yes, there are lawyers (unfortunately very visible ones) who discredit their profession. Does that mean all lawyers are bad people? What about the law? Is that unnecessary too?

Former ambassador and attorney Sol M. Linowitz writes in his book, The Betrayed Profession, “First we need to respect the law, then we can respect lawyers.” I do not believe that anyone really thinks our society can exist without laws, and so we will always need professionals to help interpret the law. Linowitz’s book was an inspiration to me with its reminder that the real problem in the legal profession is the respect for the law, not the degradation of lawyers.

I look at selling in a similar way. Before we can respect salespeople, we first have to respect the art of selling. But selling is a profession that is shrouded in mystery. What do salespeople do all day anyway?

My father once told me a classic tale. Many years ago, he was in business with his brothers. They ran a heating and air-conditioning company. Every couple of months, their insurance agent would visit. As my father tells it, here was a pretty relaxed person, driving a big Cadillac, with golf clubs neatly loaded in the trunk. It did not take long before my father decided he too wanted to be pretty relaxed, drive a Cadillac, and play some golf. Good-bye heating and air-conditioning, and hello insurance company. It is a decision he has never regretted, but the reality of selling was far different from his initial perception.

The perceptions people have of salespeople are rather amazing … of fast-talking individuals wearing fancy suits who cannot get their stories straight. This is not to say there once was not a time when the planet was infested with these creatures, but it is the ’90s! Times have changed. Once upon a time, doctors applied leeches to sick people, but it is my impression those times are also behind us. Professions advance and become more sophisticated. So has the profession of selling.

THE GOOD OLD DAYS

In this book, I talk of change—of new systems, new processes, and new techniques. I believe change is necessary. This is not, however, an indictment of all the old ways. On the contrary. The past was far better than we knew. With the advance of computers and technology, something very dear was lost: a generation of tremendous salespeople.

I have a vivid memory of watching the changes occur within the insurance industry. I consider myself fortunate to have sold when there were no laptop computers. In fact, no office then had its own personal computer. If you wanted an insurance policy illustration, you went to the general office, provided the ages and names, and waited. Often you did not go on a call with an illustration in hand, rather, you went to an office with a pad of paper, an application, and a rate book. Customers talked of problems and needs, while salespeople talked of concepts and solutions. In those next few moments, something occurred that has since become rare: People sold—and they sold based on who they were, not how computer literate they were!

It was tragic to me to see so many talented and tenured salespeople become casualties during the computer revolution of the late ’70s. These people had ten times the product knowledge of their competition. They had experience and business savvy that was light-years away from those they were now competing with. What they did not have was pages and pages of illustrations and proposals. They could not quickly manipulate an interest rate or a payment amount. Then again, most of them would not have, even if they had the knowledge. It just was not how they conducted business. They were the true heroes of the selling profession.

I am all for technology and was one of those “young whippersnappers” who fought his battles with his computer. In retrospect, it set my selling abilities back years. It forced me to become a computing machine. Remember, machines have no feelings. I lost who I was, and I lost the empathy I once displayed with customers as well. We do have our technology now, and it’s here to stay. Used properly, it can mean better customer service and improved efficiency. Those who are careful to blend technology with character continue to display the honor within selling.

I have a rather biased view of salespeople, but hear me out. Of course, there are problems within the selling profession. There are bad salespeople in this world, just as there are bad doctors, engineers, accountants, architects, and the list goes on and on. Some of these professions have gifted people who become necessary to our very existence. We all probably know of a kind doctor who took the extra time to get to know us and reassure us that the fears we were feeling were okay and expected. He may even have saved our life.

This type of example could be drawn out for just about any professional position—any profession, that is, except sales. I do not understand why. How can we be so nearsighted? When will we wake up and realize that most people need a push once in a while to help make a decision? Left on our own to discover what we really need and the urgency with which we need it can have devastating consequences. Even those who preach sales every day forget this lesson from time to time.

About two years ago my wife and I purchased a car. Our experience provides a classic example of why we as a society desperately need good salespeople. When we walked in the car showroom and got hit with, “What’s it going to take to get you into a car today?” I told my wife to step aside and watch me go to work.

I informed the salesman of my profession, gave him a stern lecture on closing techniques, and winked at my wife. It was time to see her man in action!

By the time we had settled on the car and the price, the salesman was nervously looking at the floor. He asked me about a number of add-on options, and one by one I said no. In the middle of this list, he asked me about antilock brakes. “How much is that little feature?” I asked. “Sixteen hundred dollars,” he replied. I looked over at my wife, and once again with that smug, “nice try” expression, informed the salesman that the antilock brakes were unnecessary. “Yes sir” was his reply. The sales trainer wins again … or does he?

It may be of little consequence, but guess who rides in the car we bought? My wife and three children. Chances are we won’t ever need the antilock brakes. What haunts me is, what if we do? You see, just like you, the smug guy who walked into that car dealership three years ago needed something that was lacking: I needed a salesperson.

Look at the poem, “Who Am I?” in the back of the book (see page 345). If you like it, copy it and put it up somewhere you will see it regularly. Every now and then when you need a little boost after a tough day or another thoughtless comment, take a quick glance. Remind yourself with pride who you are and what you do. We need to remind everyone who sells of the honor they carry within the profession they represent.

Unfortunately, salespeople are guilty until proved innocent. If the last contact with a salesperson was on the used car lot, the assumption is, regardless of person or product, the next encounter will be the same. Add to this the lack of understanding by salespeople of what it is that their real job is (I will take this up later), and you have the makings of a mess.

WHAT CAUSED THE PROBLEM?

Let’s start with what caused the problem and then I will tell you exactly what can be done about it. I believe there are three major contributing factors that have created the current sales dilemma.

The first factor centers around the way salespeople are drafted into organizations. Many companies create what I refer to as a “hiring mill” approach to recruiting—that is, a mass hiring strategy. This philosophy of recruitment makes certain assumptions. Assumption 1 is that Salesperson A, regardless of experience or training, will sell a major amount of product to family and friends within a rather quick period of time. If there is talent once these simple sales have been completed, the salesperson will begin to move into real prospecting. If there is not the kind of talent within the salesperson that would allow this person to make it in sales, he is counseled out of selling and replaced with another person, hungry and eager to get the job.* Dozens of bodies are regularly moved into the sales bullpen, given a crash course, and told to sell. If one or two survive, wonderful. Even those who don’t will probably account for a good chunk of product moved rather quickly. It almost resembles a pyramid scheme when you think about it. Countless times I witnessed this approach to hiring within the insurance industry and have interviewed numerous others in different industries who tell similar stories. Something important is not taken into account: the long-term effect this approach has on the customer and salesperson.

Regarding the long-term effects on salespeople, something is robbed from these people that is hard to replace: confidence and self-esteem. It is disheartening to see the familiar pattern develop. It starts with an ironic, cruel sense of invulnerability. In the first few weeks of a new salesperson’s career, sales are typically very good. While others struggle, the newly hired are flying high, usually because of the immediate and easy selling of family and friends. Their production can be two and three times higher than that of a veteran. Just as many of these salespeople are lulled into believing their own sales immortality, the initial business dries up and the tailspin begins. The honeymoon is over. Some can pull out of it, but many cannot. Is there a more disheartening feeling than that of failure within one’s profession? Unlike most other careers, this is a feeling that seasoned salespeople will tell you never really goes away.

In many instances, individuals are hired away from fairly stable jobs they have held for many years. These jobs are sacrificed for another stereotypical portrait of sales: little work, high pay, flexibility, and reward. Haven’t you wondered about the flyer on your car from time to time: “Earn thousands of dollars a month. Work flexible, part-time hours!” This is another interesting stereotype that is lacking reality. The funny thing is that when you get right down to the heart of the matter, one of the aspects of selling that the public hates is the perceived simplicity of it. “How can that !#$% make that much money and not even have to work hard!” Sadly, when this same person gives in to temptation and falls prey to these hiring mills, he finds out far too late how misguided this notion is.

The hiring mill approach has negative effects on customers, too. Have you ever wondered what happens to customer accounts once a salesperson leaves the job? In many businesses, these accounts, now termed “orphaned,” and handed off to (you guessed it) new salespeople. The product that was sold probably required little expertise from the salesperson and he therefore most likely showed little imagination. The lack of longevity creates a direct correlation to the lack of expertise. Two months later, a new voice calls on the telephone. This voice might even sound a little bit desperate because this person would not be calling if there were uncles, aunts, brothers, sisters, or friends to call. The expertise is still lacking, but the pressure is not. Often more is sold, the customer is eventually “orphaned” again, and the process continues.

Ironically, it is training that has become another contributor to the sales dilemma. Training is often spotty, not taken seriously, and a mere formality for most organizations. This problem manifests itself in many ways. I will focus here on just one aspect: prospecting. People who have not been trained to sell properly understand little other than “get in front of bodies and sell!” You see, the deficiency in selling has created an obsession with prospecting. That would not bother me so much if salespeople were taught to prospect. Unfortunately, the deficiency in prospecting has created an obsession with cold calling and telemarketing. Although these techniques, in moderation, are necessary, they are widely overused. The funny thing is that as much as many customers dislike this approach to selling, often salespeople hate it even more! Careers are often snuffed out before they ever have a legitimate chance of beginning by the soul-numbing, cold-calling grind most new salespeople are forced to endure.

Another major contributor to the sales dilemma hits at the core of how salespeople are motivated: numbers. Often salespeople are given two things when they head out to the field. The first is a territory—a geographical section, that is—to sell in. The good news is that no other salesperson from the same company can come into that territory to sell. All leads are passed on to the salesperson responsible for that territory, offering exclusive rights to sell in that location. The bad news is that this same salesperson can’t sell to anyone outside that territory, regardless of relationship or request from the customer.

The second thing a salesperson is given, before heading out to sell, is a target number: what the company numerically expects from him. A salesperson unable to reach that number can be put on a corrective action plan and ultimately fired. Those who can exceed that number are often rewarded with rewards, like trips. If they can continue to exceed these numbers, or even achieve numbers significantly higher than projected, depending on the company, they can receive any number of lucrative incentives, including offices, secretaries, money, and status.

The challenge is intense. The lure to continue to produce at these inflated levels can be fierce. The temptation and pressure to produce numbers at the risk of breaching ethics can be overwhelming.

By the way, guess what happens to many territorial salespeople when they overachieve and hit all their bonuses? That’s right: Their territories are typically cut down in size, and their expected numbers are increased. The climate is created for desperate actions on the part of the salesperson.

HOW TO FIX THE PROBLEM

Clearly the current situation is not good. A selling dilemma exists, and I believe you now have an idea of what has contributed to creating the problem. As a salesman and a sales trainer, I would not be writing this if I were not prepared to offer suggestions of what can be done about it.

The hiring mill problem can be remedied. First, study the numbers closely. The national dollar figure from various personnel departments offers some rather startling information. It costs roughly $15,000 to $20,000 to hire and fire an employee in this country when all the numbers (training, advertising, start-up, etc.) are factored in. Just some of these numbers represent training costs, opportunity costs, customer relations, and management time.

One thing that always impressed me about the New York Life Insurance Company was their apparent conscience when it came to hiring. Although I was hired at the age of twenty-one, I was one of only two salespeople under the age of twenty-five in the country working for this company. This was a smart move when you think about how many peers a twenty-one-year-old has who are in the market for life insurance. Let’s not forget that little thing called a “need,” which ethical salespeople use to sell with!

New York Life represents a great case study proving the success of organizations that avoid the hiring mill temptation. Insurance companies use a standard measurement system, the Million Dollar Roundtable, which sets a monetary standard for success. All the insurance companies have the same monetary level for their salespeople to reach, and although it does not necessarily indicate vast wealth, it does represent a minimal level of success. New York Life has a sales force of approximately 7,500 agents. (Some of the larger insurance companies can have 25,000 to 30,000 agents.) Throughout the history of “the Million Dollar Roundtable” (well over sixty years), not only has New York Life led the industry in placing more agents than any other company in this club, the organization’s total number exceeds that all the other companies together! The lesson? Hire selectively, with a conscience, and remember quality versus quantity.

With regard to the deficiencies in training salespeople, I devote most of this book to the correction of this problem. I will say now, however, that we have to stop focusing on how to close and how to prospect and get back to teaching people how to sell.

The final issue dealing with the pressure of producing company-driven numbers is a difficult one. On the one hand, the company-driven numbers approach has been proved to gain significant results. The problem is that it satisfies everyone except the customer. I believe the necessary change will have to be cultural. I have mulled over this problem for many years. A buying experience I recently had inadvertently provided the answer.

I was shopping for a car, bouncing from dealership to dealership, and I met with a peculiar salesperson at an Infiniti showroom. He kept asking me odd questions: “Are you comfortable?” “Did I explain that well enough to you?” Even when we struck a deal, the questions continued: “Are you satisfied with my approach to working with you?” “Do you feel all right with the deal we struck?” Why so many questions about his approach to selling?

I probably would not have figured it out if there was not a slight problem with my car. The next day when I went to pick it up, my salesperson greeted me with a look of despair. When I asked him what was wrong, he told me the car had been scratched. With the problems that confront this world, I though to myself, things could certainly be worse. Still, I was taken aback at his level of concern. He assured me it would be fixed immediately in a quality manner, and then came more questions. “Is that okay?” “Will a quality loaner be satisfactory while it is being repaired?” Yes, I thought. Relax.

When I went to pick up my new car and its new body work, I was once again greeted by my salesperson, who wore a much happier look. He boasted proudly, “Isn’t it a perfect job? Are you happy with its appearance?” At this point I was starting to enjoy his immaculate approach to making sure I was 100 percent happy. As he ran (yes, ran) from the showroom to get a couple of papers yet to be signed, the manager brushed by me for a moment. “Happy with Fred?” he asked. Totally, but I was curious.

I mentioned Fred’s unusual obsession with making sure I was happy and then learned the reason. At Infiniti, the sales force makes a certain amount of money for each car sold. Nothing unusual there. However, the bonus system is directly tied to surveyed customer satisfaction numbers. Each salesperson’s bonus is strongly affected by the individual’s customer satisfaction rating. So long “Buyers’ Remorse,” hello “The Customer is Always Right!” Could we not all learn from such a program? We need to stop rewarding successful salespeople by continually shrinking their territories and moving the finish line. It creates desperate actions on the salesperson’s part and, worse, demotivates and burns out our best salespeople.

Finally, we need to tell a lot of our salespeople to loosen up! It’s not as important to be serious as it is to be serious about the important things. There are many more important things in this world than making every sale. The monkey wears an expression of seriousness that would do credit to any great scholar. An important point to remember, however, is that the monkey is serious because he itches. Most of us in selling need to be reminded to ask ourselves from time to time, What can we take less seriously?

THE CUSTOMER’S RESPONSIBILITY

The customer is not without fault in the selling dilemma. I have spent fifteen years training and teaching salespeople how to approach selling in a consultative manner. I attempt to inspire those around me to believe that if they learn their craft and do the things necessary to earn the customer’s business, they will not have to be burdened with an unnecessary price war. I tell participants over and over again that price is only one of many factors in gaining a customer’s business. It is not the most important factor, and we need to remind ourselves regularly of this.

Ironically, when salespeople become customers, they are guilty of the same offense that confronts them on a daily basis. If you do not sell cars, think about the last time you went to purchase a car. You probably played this sort of perverse game and thought, “How much can I get this car down to?” And, “If they do not meet the price of the other dealership, I’m history!” Are we not guilty of forcing the salesperson to participate in the exact game we so much oppose? Oh, and by the way: This is a game many of us are only fooled into believing we actually win.

When working with a salesperson, we need to add more to our buying criteria, which ultimately heavily affect price anyway. Need you be reminded that you get what you pay for? We need to add customer service to our buying criteria. We need to add integrity. we need to add dependability.

We need to remind our customers (and remember when we are the customer) that we are purchasing a partner, not a price!

Finally, as customers, we need to resist the temptation we put upon salespeople. We loathe salespeople who are dishonest—dishonest, unless, of course, it might benefit us in some way when we are the customer. If you do not respect a lack of honesty in your workplace, why ask others to be dishonest? When a salesperson says he cannot do something you are asking him to do, take no for an answer when you are being sold. Stop pressuring salespeople to engage in activities that are dishonest. If a salesperson gives a little wink and promises to do something that might not be “100 percent legit,” you be the one to say no. Many ethics violations within selling are actually initiated by the customer. It needs to stop from the customer. It needs to stop from the salesperson. In my opinion, if you are honest most of the time, you cannot consider yourself ethical.

At this point, we have looked at the system within selling and at solutions that involve this system and customers. It is my hope that by reading this book, you will gain a deeper understanding of just what your responsibility as a salesperson is.

*For ease of reading, the generic he will be used throughout the book.
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The time to repair the roof is when the sun is shining.

—John F. Kennedy

People who read about the art of persuasion and selling often possess various skills, including opening, closing, objection handling, and prospecting. Some of you have developed these skills to a very high professional level. But regardless of your experience level, selling history, or selling phobia, no matter what you do, everyone still functions at one of four behavioral levels, the subject of this chapter.

As you read through this book, I believe you will find yourself identifying with each of the four stages within this behavioral cycle. At times you will be learning about new ideas, ones you never knew existed. At times you will be learning about ideas to help you in identified areas of weakness. At times you will find yourself mechanically plodding along, fearful that what you are learning will never become a natural part of your skill set. Still other times you might find that this book simply validates the techniques you had always believed were most effective.

LEVEL ONE: THE UNCONSCIOUS INCOMPETENT

At this first level, the salesperson is ineffective and unaware that he is ineffective. (I also refer to this level as the “blissfully ignorant stage.”) On the first day of training, a lot of salespeople are at this level. The good news is that if you are at this level right now, you do not know it! For example, all of us have known someone who got on everyone’s nerves in the office, but this person had absolutely no idea those around him felt this way. He would be considered unconsciously incompetent.

One of the problems at this first level is that the people in it generally do not seek training as a solution. Why would you want to learn to do something you think you already know how to do? When I work with salespeople at this stage, I am generally pretty careful to move them slowly to the next level. It is difficult to accept suggestions about something you currently feel good about.

There are some jobs that can foster unconscious incompetency for quite some time. Selling is not one of them. When the commission checks are cut, reality often sets in. Once reality sets in, it is time to move to the next level.

LEVEL TWO: THE CONSCIOUS INCOMPETENT

At this level, things begin to get a little more interesting. The salesperson is still ineffective but now knows it! If you have ever attended sales training, listened to the seminar leader, and thought to yourself, “Hey, I do that! I didn’t know that was wrong,” you were passing from the unconscious incompetent level to the conscious incompetent level.

If there is a problem with salespeople at this level, it might be that sometimes there is some stubbornness to move on. Some even revel in conscious incompetency. Have you ever known individuals who seem to take a sense of pride when they inform you that they do not do a particular task well? They make no mention of wanting to improve, just relate that they do not do this task particularly well. Many times they have preached about their ineffectiveness for so long and the impossibility of ever fixing it that their myth becomes a reality. They proudly remain consciously incompetent … forever.

Fortunately, that problem is usually the exception to the rule. Sales training programs are typically designed with the consciously incompetent in mind. Once salespeople become aware of their own deficiencies, they are much more receptive to the idea of sales training.

At the beginning of a training program, I ask the class to describe what they hope to gain from the training. Their answers speak volumes about specific areas of conscious incompetency. Generally if people don’t ask about it, they believe they know how to do it.

A major reason so many salespeople I work with are in this stage is the nature of selling. Many new salespeople are forced to sell before they have been taught anything about how to sell. After they have taken their lumps a few times in front of an audience, they are usually much more in touch with just how much they have to learn.

For quite some time, there has been a debate over when to sales-train the newly hired. One side of the argument states the training should be conducted before the salesperson ever gets in front of a customer. The benefit to this theory is probably obvious: the salesperson does not make any huge mistakes in front of the customer. No sense in learning the lessons of selling on live bodies. These salespeople will often most likely be more conscious of their incompetence.

The other side of the argument is entirely different: How can these salespeople have a realistic approach to what they are doing if they have never done it? It is rather difficult teaching someone what it feels like getting rejected by a customer. With no real world experiences, it is difficult to empathize with the lessons being taught.

The question then becomes: Who is right? I believe both are right. I like a little of each theory, so I recommend combining them. If our newly hired salespeople spend a limited time in the field, even if it is just accompanying other salespeople, this experience should pay dividends. They will enter their sales training consciously aware of some of their incompetencies without costing the company too many prospective customers in the process. Some experience and a willingness to learn are major contributors in getting people to move to the next stage.

LEVEL THREE: THE CONSCIOUS COMPETENT

At Level Three, an individual is effective and aware of exactly what is making him effective. Sounds about perfect, and it almost is … almost.

There is one issue that must be discussed when dealing with the conscious competency level: Just how conscious do you really want to be when you are performing a task? Think back to the last time you attended training and learned a new skill. When you left that training, you were probably the picture of conscious competency. You did not make a move without checking that manual or going through that checklist. You were probably able to produce methodically what you were taught, step by step. No steps missed by you, no sir! You were a machine.

And that is exactly where the weakness lies at this level. One of the frustrations of new salespeople is that while they feel good about the process they have just learned, they want to know when they will be able to implement it without using their notes or sounding like an encyclopedia. I have often felt that this level should be renamed the “mechanical competent” stage.

There is certainly nothing wrong with attempting to be effective and aware of what makes you that way. This is the conscious competent stage. Most new salespeople prefer to go out on a few sales calls before being observed. The reason is that by practicing and rehearsing, they are often attempting to push through the conscious competent stage and move to the next level.

LEVEL FOUR: THE UNCONSCIOUS COMPETENT

At this fourth and final level, an individual is effective and no longer aware of the process or steps. The person is now producing the expected results without having to think about what he is doing to achieve them. The mechanical part of what he has learned to do has given way to a natural, relaxed competency.

The unconscious competent salesperson is not necessarily perfect. Some salespeople enter the selling profession at the unconscious competent level. Like natural athletes, they have an innate ability to sell. What they do not realize is the danger this scenario presents. Let’s face it: No matter how talented you are as a salesperson, the selling occupation has its ups and downs. Everyone has slumps, even the most successful. Without ever being consciously aware of what it is you are doing correctly, what exactly do you fix when you hit your slump?

A natural unconscious competent who has no idea what is causing the slump is often left second-guessing everything he is doing and ends up attempting to fix the wrong problems. The Murphy’s Law of selling takes over. The positive attributes are eliminated and the negative attributes accelerated.

After my first year of highly successful selling, I experienced this phenomenon. Trying to repeat what I had accomplished the previous year initially seemed easy. Even management told me to “keep on doing whatever it is you are doing.” As an unconscious competent, I had never bothered to analyze how I approached selling. In my second year, during a slump, I was forced to analyze what it was I did. I was clueless. It is kind of hard to fix “clueless.”

To this day I have an enormous amount of empathy for the people on the top. Most have no conscious approach to selling. Most are gone within two years. The greatest pleasure I experience in working with salespeople is watching them struggle to learn the process I teach and then watch as they realize on “very good days” they do everything I teach.

My hope is that many parts of this book will not be brand new to you. I hope that many of the things you have been doing are validated by what you are about to read. Jump back to the conscious competency: Don’t do what you are doing by accident. You must spend as much time on what it is you are doing right as what you are doing wrong.

Still, this is a level most of us dream about. The frustrations associated with conscious competency give way to a more natural, relaxed approach. Everyone who learns a new process dreams of the day he can apply what he learned without having to think about it consciously.

Golfers would call what the unconscious competent stage represents “muscle memory.” After careful analysis of each and every step, with practice, these steps become automatic. Anyone who enjoys the game of golf dreams of the moment of being able to hit the ball without having to go through the laundry list of techniques before choosing what seems best.

It seems like the perfect stage to operate in, and I must say that it can represent a kind of utopia. There is a problem, however. It lies in what surely will follow.

WHAT COMES NEXT

I start every seminar with a discussion of these levels of learning to help my participants gain some perspective. I do not claim to be the author of these levels (indeed a number of different companies subscribe to this explanation of learning), but I do claim to be the author of what I have observed comes next.

I cannot guarantee how long you will remain in the unconscious competent stage: a week, a month, a year or longer. Regardless, I can assure you that eventually you will move back to Level One, the unconscious incompetent. Don’t forget that when you are in this level, you do not know you are there!

See if you can remember the first customer you ever sold something to. I do. I was in the middle of a pathetic lecture about my product when the customer leaned over and said, “I’ll buy it.” I continued to babble for a moment more until it dawned on me that I had made the sale. After my initial panic and surprise, I filled out my first app (application for a sale). What a momentous occasion! Once our business was complete, in a somewhat emotional state, I can remember telling my customer, “You won’t be sorry. I’ll be here to help you no matter what. You won’t [sniffle, sniffle] be sorry.”

I kept my word to that customer. I was there the moment he had a question. I always returned his calls immediately. He was my first customer. If you were to ask me about my tenth customer, I would tell you that my service was good, but of course not as amateurish as my first customer. I became a lot more professional in my approach, and delivered the great service I promised.

Now ask me about my hundredth customer. Uh, my service was good—I think. No one wrote any bad letters or complained … that much. You see, somewhere along the line, I slipped into an unconscious incompetent state. When I received my second complaint in one month, I became a conscious incompetent. I looked at how I used to approach this issue and became a conscious competent once again. Soon after, I no longer thought about it as much and kept my vow of great service while sliding back to the unconscious competent level once again.

Does this story sound familiar? It happens every day. Do you still come to a complete stop at a stop sign? I rather think not! You are an unconscious incompetent. (That’s okay. I am certainly not judging you.)

I tend to be guilty as well. When you see the flashing red lights in your rearview mirror some day, you will become a conscious incompetent. After your ticket, you will probably be a little more careful when you come to those stop signs. You will be methodical in your stopping and looking around for other traffic and police cars. Welcome to conscious competency.

Finally, I believe you will even come to a complete stop (once or twice) without even thinking about it. You will once again be an unconscious competent. Welcome back!

I hope this discussion of your behavioral cycle will put into perspective what you will be getting out of this book. When you finish this book, do not expect to be an unconscious competent. Instead, plan on putting this book down and being in the conscious competent stage. Practice, patience, discipline, and hard work will land you in the unconscious competent stage.
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Training is everything. The peach was once a bitter almond; cauliflower is nothing but a cabbage with a college education.

—Mark Twain

One common question that is often asked about the process I will be showing you concerns the relevance of Customer Centered Selling to particular products or ideas. As you read the process that follows, open your mind and avoid the temptation to convince yourself that the “process is not right for what I sell.” I am talking about persuasion, not product. Earlier, I made the sometimes controversial point that product knowledge is a bit overrated, and I stand by that statement. It is the process of selling, not the product, that I focus on in this book.

I was trained this way by Xerox, which provides a telling case study that validates this point. When I became a sales trainer for Xerox in early 1987, a process existed for training salespeople that I viewed was ahead of its time. Xerox took a gamble and tried to separate the product and the process for selling. It was brilliant, and I believe this process helped me more than any other course I have taken to understand the true art of selling.

Xerox believed so strongly in the principles behind the separation between learning about the product and selling that it came up with an ingenious approach in its “The Fundamentals of Selling” course, which truly lived up to its name. The course had three phases: Phase One involved the process of selling. For the first two weeks of sales training, copiers were never mentioned. What was “sold” were answering machines and airplanes!

When students arrived for the course, they knew right off the bat that they were in for an interesting couple of weeks. In every student’s mailbox were product profiles of two different answering machines and four different airplanes. It was no coincidence that each product was directed at a different type of customer. Many of the features were in direct competition with the other products available to sell. The students were given two days to familiarize themselves with the products. Understanding the products was crucial, and the trainers were there to help clear up any misunderstandings. It was important because these were the only products these salespeople were going to “sell” for the next two weeks!

Every example, role play, and discussion involved one of these two product lines. Each day began with another role play to be videotaped, using the selling skills being taught. The focus was on the skills, not the product knowledge (although it was challenging, to say the least, to sell without having a good working understanding of the products).

What happened in these two week was powerful. Coach Vince Lombardi would have been proud of us. He believed in practicing the basics over and over again until they could be accomplished in your sleep. In essence, this is what we were doing as well. We were teaching the fundamentals of blocking and tackling within selling, and basically saving the product or plays for later.

After two weeks, the student salespeople fully understood the selling process. They could sell the answering machines and airplanes in their sleep. I came to believe, as did many of the other sales trainers, that if I ever lost my job with Xerox, I could easily sell airplanes for a living. We could also sell anything else you pointed to or thought of and do it instantly. (A lot of the unmarried salespeople claimed they were very successful at applying the process of selling in the bars they were frequenting!) In two weeks, we wound up with salespeople who were intimate with the selling process and could sell anything.

Next came Phase Two, which lasted about four weeks. The student salespeople went back out to the field and began to study their real products carefully. They went out on sales calls with tenured sales reps. They tagged along to watch demos. They spent a lot of time sitting on benches and studying product specifications. The key here was that they did not need a sales trainer to learn product. They were not allowed back for the final phase of training until they completed observed demos and had a full range of product testing signed off on by management. Once that was completed, it was time for the third and final phase.

Phase Three involved the careful marrying of the process of selling with the product to be sold. This course, titled “Territory Management,” lasted another two weeks. The first couple of days focused on a detailed review of the selling process. This time, all of the examples involved copiers and fax machines.

The rest of the two weeks were not easy. The student salespeople were thrown into a simulated territory and ate and slept selling for the remainder of their time at the Xerox Document University in Leesburg, Virginia. If they were not being videotaped selling a copier, they were being videotaped demonstrating a copier. If they were not doing either of these tasks, they were studying buyer scripts to play the role of the customer or writing proposals.

The internal name for the course found in the Xerox course catalog was L60. The trainees nicknamed it “Hell 60.” One thing was for sure: After four weeks of instruction and four weeks in the field, these people could sell, and sell well! It was an innovative and successful formula. Xerox was blowing the doors off its sales projections. Profit sharing was soaring, and so was the Xerox sales force.

In the early ’90s this formula was changed. In the spirit of constant quality improvement, Xerox began to attempt to “improve” this course. Many of the field managers had complained that the training was taking too long. Some complained that they did not want to have to do product training. They felt it was the responsibility of the Xerox training department to teach their employees product knowledge. The managers responsible for training made their biggest mistakes: They listened.

Before long, a new course was created, crafted to please the field managers. No longer would these managers be responsible for teaching their direct reports product information. No longer would they have to worry about having their employees out of the field for four weeks of sales training. The old adage comes to mind: “Be careful what you wish for. You just might get it.”

The course was shaved down from four weeks to one week. To accommodate the requests from the field, almost all of the raw selling skills portion of the course was removed. In its place was product, product, and more product. Due to the enormous amount of product and the time required to train our own sales trainers to the degree that was being requested, another innovative idea was hatched: The trainees would move from classroom to classroom during the week, spending roughly a day with each trainer learning product. It was the trainer’s responsibility to give out tips on how to sell some of the products that were being taught. The actual selling process was lost!

Historically, training departments have to beg and plead for patience to decision makers they are trying to sell on training. This is due to the time that is required to see results from the efforts of the training being conducted. Often it takes time to see the repercussions of poor training as well. Not in this case. Within six months, sales figures began plummeting. The managers were once again screaming about the training being conducted at the training center. This time their cries were of a different nature. They wanted the art of selling once again localized and taught. In a frighteningly fast period of time, Xerox had changed a significant percentage of its field force from savvy sales professionals to product-obsessed robots. Amazingly, some at the training center were strongly reprimanded, and the course was eliminated. Mercifully, it was the shortest-running course I had the displeasure to witness in my seven years at the training center.

Here are the lessons from this case study: First, localizing the selling process and becoming familiar with the tactics involved in persuasion are critical to salespeople’s success and the training that is designed to support them.

Second, learning the art of selling is something that must never be compromised or rushed. As with most other things in life, you get what you pay for. Invest little, and you’ll receive little.

Finally, the actual art of selling has little to do with specific features or products and much more to do with the art of persuasion. The original formula that Xerox had created was brilliant and effective. I believe the process of selling and the study of product can go hand in hand. To this day, when I am asked to step in as a consultant to sales-train a company, I try to implement the original Xerox formula and intentionally time my course around key product launches.

Although Xerox no longer has its new employees selling answering machines, I do! I mail out product profiles before the course begins. I spend a day or two teaching the selling process, sit through the next day or two of product information, and take the final day to marry the product to the process. When companies are willing to take a risk and get past the discomfort of not talking about their products for a couple of days, they are rewarded with sales training that takes on that much-anticipated, much-desired cultural change everyone dreams about.

As you read through the process in this book, apply what you learn not only to the products or concepts that you sell but to other situations as well. Look at the people you manage, the children you raise. Look at the ideas you have dreamed of pitching. If you apply what it is I am about to explain to you to the particular product you are selling, you are missing out on a greater opportunity. Ultimately the ability of the Customer Centered Selling process to relate to these other endeavors or situations will become the true test of its effectiveness.


PART II
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Many receive advice. Only the wise profit from it.

—Chinese proverb

When you actually sit down and look at how innovative processes and imaginative techniques were created, often their births take on almost mythlike qualities. The Customer Centered Selling model follows in that tradition, built and assembled by trial and error.

The process itself has an interesting history, beginning with my work with Xerox. Since the ’70s, Xerox had been using a process called SPIN, created by a company called Huthwaite. It was a dynamic process that Xerox purchased and used for almost twenty years. Ironically enough, Canon, a major competitor of Xerox, purchased the same process from the same vendor and has been using the process as well. It was the process of selling that I was originally taught to sell with and later became a certified instructor to teach.

All was well until the late ’80s, when Xerox stumbled on an ingenious idea to increase market share within office dealerships across the country. These are the dealerships you see in your town that typically sell low-end products from a host of vendors like Panasonic, IBM, Canon, Sharp, and Xerox, to mention a few. Xerox was experimenting with allowing dealerships the opportunity to sell Memorywriters (Xerox typewriters) and fax machines to increase their distribution. Additionally, this would free up the internal field force to sell larger equipment. The trouble was, with all these vendors for a salesperson in the dealership to pick from, when it came to a product recommendation, how could Xerox get the salesperson to recommend Xerox?

One technique was a quota system that the dealership was given to fulfill. Xerox, for its part, made a commitment to the dealership not to flood the market with other dealerships, essentially giving it exclusive rights to sell Xerox products. The dealerships felt a sense of loyalty from Xerox and did all they could to meet their quota (and retain their rights). Most of the other vendors did not take this approach, and instead gave the rights to sell their equipment to just about anyone who would hang out a sign for them.

The Xerox strategy worked well. Unfortunately, however, this loyalty to keep Xerox dealerships from competing with Xerox dealerships did limit sales somewhat. The question continued to gnaw at Xerox: How do we keep this loyalty, not flood the market with vendors, and increase sales? The answer was in training.

An idea was hatched to offer sales training to the dealerships, teaching them how to sell. The course would spend a majority of time teaching sales skills, role playing, and putting on demonstrations, using (coincidentally enough) Xerox equipment. The course would be five days in length and held at the Xerox training center in Leesburg, Virginia, the crown jewel of Xerox Corporation’s collection of buildings. Nestled on almost 2,300 acres next to the Potomac River, the facility was perfect to train customers from across the country. This facility has well over a million square feet of office and training space and can handle over 1,300 trainees on any given day.
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