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Introduction

Allow me to let you in on a secret. When things are going well, your kindergartner can sell. Okay, I exaggerate, but you get my point: when the economy is going gangbusters and everyone is buying everything in sight, well, it doesn’t take a lot of finesse to be a sales rep.

But let’s take a look at a different scenario. One in which the economy is in a serious downturn. Consumers aren’t buying. As a result, corporations aren’t buying. Jobs are going away. And the chances are that there are a lot of really good sales folks out there who aren’t selling.

The sad truth is that in these circumstances a lot of them give up and give in. No one’s buying, so what’s the use? The economy becomes the scapegoat for all their failures. But the truth is it doesn’t have to be that way, and you know it and I know it.

How do I know you know? Because you’ve picked up this book and gotten to the fourth paragraph. So you at least suspect that here is a better path—even if you don’t where it’s located.

I think I do. And I intend to be your GPS.

In many of my books and all of my courses I talk about the fact that there are essentially two types of salespeople: hunters and gatherers, genuine salespeople and order takers. For the next hundred-plus pages, I’m going to assume that you are a hunter, an aggressive, I’m-gonna-get-this-contract sales rep.

How do I know this? Because you’ve picked up this book and now have gotten to the seventh paragraph. So I will address you accordingly. By that I mean honestly and on the assumption that you get it. I’m going to make some suggestions that will likely be new to you. I’m going to offer some solutions that have probably been drilled into your head since you were in sales kindergarten. And I am going to motivate you to ignore the newspapers, ignore the nightly news, ignore your own stock portfolio, and just go out and sell.

The truth of the matter is that the last of these items is probably the most important. When times are bad, it’s easy to get down on yourself. It’s easy to say the economy stinks, so there’s no point even to go out to make sales calls.

That is, of course, silly. Your sales mentality can’t start with where the economy is. If you do that, too often you’ll be beaten before you start. The economy is cyclical. Sometimes it’s up; sometimes it’s down. But in both parts of the cycle, salespeople have to sell.

Jack Welch, the legendary head of GE during the company’s heyday, used to tell his managers he wanted them to come in each day as though it was the first day they joined GE. I think that’s a great idea.

Do you remember your first day on your job? Your enthusiasm was probably contagious. I’m guessing you saw nothing but new opportunities and big commissions in your future. You have to recall those emotions, because positive attitude generates positive attitude; a bad attitude generates negativity and creates a climate in which selling is virtually impossible. This is the most important thing I can teach you in this book: Your sales success is all about attitude.

The truth of the matter is that a crummy economy is in a strange way liberating, freeing you of restraints that curtailed your creativity.

I’ll also be talking a little about being more in control of your life. Richard Branson, the genius behind the Virgin brands, asks the top executives of his companies (Virgin Airlines, Virgin Megastores, etc.) to spend one month every six months signing the checks. If they see where all this money is going, they are more likely to be able to control costs.

Well, it’s the same thing with your life. You need to spend some time at least once every six months evaluating where you’re going and what your goals are. Are you headed in the right direction? Are you seeing the right people? Making the right cold calls?

Of course, I’m not going to tell you everything in this short introduction. I just wanted to whet your appetite. And also I wanted to stress that no matter what the media tells you, it’s not necessary to become a victim of an economic downturn. Instead, you can become a sales star.

When the Economy Sags 

Let’s start with the basics: As I write this, the housing market has come close to drying up. Thousands of families have defaulted on their mortgages. The price of gasoline hit the stratosphere, and while it’s come down substantially from its highs that’s only because the economy is so bad it has substantially reduced demand.

Meanwhile, the three largest American automobile manufacturers are losing billions of dollars a year because of their inability to design and manufacture cars that people actually want to drive. They’re laying off thousands, while many other companies across all sectors of the economy are outsourcing jobs and manufacturing.

And it isn’t just an American problem. Did you know that the pollution in China crosses the Pacific Ocean and affects California? That, of course, is a metaphor for how globalization also plays a role in shaping today’s economy—and economic crises. The fact is that today if someone sneezes in Beijing, someone in Milwaukee has to wipe his nose. We’re living in an age when economic change doesn’t stop at national borders. Much of our economy depends on China, India, and other remote countries. And the workers in those countries know their jobs are linked to the U.S. economy.

But if this sounds scary—or at least, overwhelming—let me give you some positive news.

First of all, the economy tends to go in cycles. Everything that’s happened today has occurred before. Some of the elements may have been different, but the idea of a down cycle is clearly not new.

When you’re reading this we may be in the midst of great prosperity. Or the world, the American, and your personal economy may still be on a slide. But the important thing to remember is that nothing is permanent. Everything changes.

To a lot of people it looks as though we no longer have control over our lives. That’s also frightening. It used to be that we had more control over our lives—or at least it seemed that way. If one company couldn’t supply your needs, well there was probably another one around that corner that could and would.

But now that corner may be in China or India. So an earthquake there may interrupt your supply line. And then what do you tell your customers?

The good news is that there are ways to overcome the worst that a bad economy can throw at you. Some of the changes are attitudinal. Some require paying attention to details you may have overlooked. Some require additional hours.

But over the next dozen chapters I’m going to show you myriad ways you can boost sales even when everyone else tells you it’s hopeless; no one is buying.

I’m anxious to hear from you about this or any other sales-related matter. Feel free to contact me at www.steveschiffman.com. I personally check my e-mail and I personally respond to all.

Finally, I keep forgetting if it was Roy Rogers or Gene Autry who sang, “Happy sales to you, until we meet again.” What follows is the Steve Schiffman cover version of that classic.

Stephan Schiffman
 New York City 
May 2009 


Chapter 1 

Learn the New Buying 
Environment 

You can’t sell if you don’t know the landscape. That’s the most basic thing. If you’re going to sell when no one’s buying, step one is to figure out why money has dried up. Step two is to see what that means for you. Step three is to do something about it. If you do your homework, you can make the sale. But you’ve got to leave complacency at the door.

Just last week (my last week, not your last week), I went to a prospect’s office to (I thought) close a deal. I went over the proposal with him—call him Frank—in great detail. When we were finished he said (again): “I love it.”

Then he added “This is a done deal.”

If only he’d stopped right there. But, no, he had to add seven more words: “. . . as soon as I find the money.”

What does that mean? Was he going to walk the halls of his office building with a tin can trying to raise the funds he needed? Was he planning to check under the cushions on the couch in the reception area? I have no idea. And I don’t think Frank did either. I do believe he sincerely wanted to proceed—and in a more bullish economy he probably would have had the authority and budget to do so. But one outgrowth of a downturn is increased scrutiny of all spending.

In this case, the fact that Frank did not have the money at his disposal likely meant that his boss was unaware of me, hadn’t decided to use me yet, or didn’t have any money either. As my daughter might say, “Whatever.” It doesn’t make a difference. Whatever the reason, the process was being delayed. And here’s my first piece of wisdom: The longer it takes to make a deal, the less likely that it will take place. The sense of urgency that was there early on just dissipates.

Why am I telling you this story? Frankly, I usually try to keep sales I didn’t make on the Q.T. However, I’ve found I’ve learned more from my failures than my successes. And I learned a couple of very important lessons here.

Because I’d done a lot of business with Frank before, I don’t think I pressed as much as I should have. We always got along really well. He was open to almost every one of my ideas. I could bounce something off him casually, and if he liked it, if it made sense, he bought it. Frank was the decision maker, and I assumed the deal would materialize like magic.

In an economic downturn, the paradigm 
changes —sometimes quite dramatically.

Even Companies in the Black Are Seeing Red 

But things are different when the economy takes a downturn. I made a mistake not being aware of just how much the landscape had changed. My inability to land this sale forced me to recognize and come to grips with this and to alter my methodology accordingly. You, too, have to understand that in an economic downturn, the paradigm changes–sometimes quite dramatically. You can no longer just barge into a client or prospect’s office like a bull in a china shop feeling your professional life can go on as usual.

You should be aware, for example, that many companies are finding ways to delay purchases—and I don’t mean that in a running-lean-and-mean, let’s-trim-the-fat kind of way. When times are bad, they revert to what I call the good-enough mode.

Sales Tactic 

Before you stride into a client’s office, plop yourself down in a chair, put on a big smile, and start into your pitch, do your research. Find out what kind of shape the company’s in. Are their profits growing, shrinking, or stagnating? Are they expanding into new markets? Or pulling back? In sales, information is power. Don’t forget that. Determine the economic landscape you’re selling into.

Consider the story of a friend of mine who created a software program that helps companies dispatch employees—plumbers, electricians, carpenters, etc.—to do repairs. It was superior to anything out there—but not a quantum leap forward. When he went out to sell it, almost all the people he showed it to liked what they saw. But at the same time, they all said money was a little tight and what they had now was good enough.

Consider the manufacturers of computers. Many large IT departments are delaying their normal replacement cycle because the PCs they currently have are good enough for their present needs. For example, since the company is using less product, the cycle is that much longer. I am working with a company now that buys ball bearings, and they seem to have found that the supplies the people are using are lasting longer. Of course, the reason is that they are not manufacturing at the same rate! Hence, they need less.

Well, you might say, of course industries faced with hardships will make cutbacks—whether the global economy is bad or good. I agree. But when times are bad overall, even companies that are doing well become apprehensive about the future. I know somewhere in the hierarchy of a large petroleum company, there’s a pencil pusher who’s saying, “This level of profits can’t last forever. We’ve got to make cutbacks now to prepare.”

Frankly, while I just said “pencil pusher” in a derisive manner, it’s really hard to find fault with that type of reaction. It’s almost impossible not to fall into a funk during a recession if you read a newspaper everyday. The companies may change, but the headlines remain the same. In a downturn, people get laid off. If it’s not the Big Three domestic auto companies, it’s a computer manufacturer or a bank or “Whatever!”

And if it’s not layoffs, it’s cutbacks, raising prices, fewer services. It’s hard not to believe that economic disaster is just around the corner, and it’s extremely difficult and counterintuitive for corporate executives not to react.

It’s hard for executives even at companies that are doing well to get excited about spending a lot of money. Even if they don’t anticipate hard times ahead, their instinct is to be cautious about expenses. And the more far-sighted among them wait for something bad to happen, though there’s no reason in the world that that will happen—except of course their belief in the negative media reports.

It’s hard for executives even at companies 
that are doing well to get excited 
about spending a lot of money.

So here’s my next big tip: Negativity feeds on negativity. You don’t have to remember that or write it down—because I will be repeating it on a regular basis for the remainder of the book.

CASE IN POINT 

I know one very large company that created a committee to review every purchase over $100,000—a sum that director-level executives used to be able to approve on their own. In the past, the executive merely had to approve the spending; since it was at his level there was no need to go further. Now all of that has changed. There are more review committees and the purchasing agent has become even more powerful than before. I guess to some degree that isn’t so bad for the company. For those of who sell, this makes our job that much more difficult. A sales guy told me that he found himself “selling” to the Chief Information Officer a product that the man knew nothing about. He wasn’t the end user, the one who usually make the purchase. He sat there for forty-five minutes trying to understand how the end users really work. The conclusion was that the sale went through, but only after the CIO had meeting after meeting with the end users to figure out their job! That says that everyone is under scrutiny. [image: Il_9781605506609_0016_001]

People like Frank, who once were willing—even eager—to provide money for pilot programs now think twice about renewing existing programs that have been deemed successful for years and years. 

All this doesn’t mean selling is impossible. It just means it’s more difficult. But there’s a lot you can do to improve your chances of clinching the deal. Just read on.

Take Action 

1. Read about what’s happening locally, nationally, and (given the global economy) all around the world and think about how it affects your sales landscape.

2. Check your clients’ stock prices (if they’re publicly held companies) and evaluate their trends over several weeks before you call on them.

3. Keep a news file of information on each of your clients, including material from business publications (BusinessWeek, the Wall Street Journal, Investor’s Business Daily), newspapers and magazines, and the Internet.


Chapter 2 

Break Into the New Selling 
Environment 

Once you know why companies are slowing down in their buying, you can start to plan a strategy for continuing to sell to them. The results can be dramatic.

Two days before I started working on this chapter I got a call from Bill—and the biggest training contract I’ve landed in more than a decade.

While the economic world around me was crumbling, I landed a deal that essentially makes my year. And next year, too. And if I do a good job, perhaps the year after that as well.

I’m not telling you this to gloat—well, not only to gloat—but to illustrate an important point that is a version of a famous quote by Tip O’Neill. O’Neill, for those of you too young to remember, was one of the last great Boston Irish politicians. He ended up Speaker of the House of Representatives during the Reagan era, and was a significant mover and shaker who understood deal making—and how to get re-elected. What he said was: “All politics is local.”

What he meant was that voters really don’t care what their Congresspeople do about world problems—the Mideast crisis, poverty in sub-Saharan Africa, and so on. But the people are very aware of jobs the representative brings to his district, of the money for special projects he gets for his community and of the local bar mitzvahs and confirmations he or she attends.

With apologies to O’Neill, I maintain that all sales are local. By that, of course, I mean while the world economy is in a slide toward the doldrums, there are still companies doing well. And even companies that are not doing as well as they once did need supplies, consultants, and equipment. In the midst of chaos, you could be doing well.

All sales are local.

The important thing is to put national and international news about tough times in some kind of perspective. The economy as a whole may be in a downturn, but individual businesses and industries may be seeing an uptick in sales. That’s where you’ll find opportunities. 

Sales Tactic 

It can be tough to keep up your enthusiasm when everyone around you is feeling like a kicked puppy. But it’s essential. Before you go into any room, before you start any meeting, take a deep breath and expel it. That’s right. Fill your lungs with clean air–as clean as it gets around the office—and push it out. As you do so, set aside all the reservations, preconceptions, and other mental baggage that weigh people down. Whatever the circumstances, try to start with a positive statement. You’ll find that makes things a lot easier.

As a general rule, a lot of what you achieve is a function of your attitude. If you have the best product in your category, unparalleled service, and the lowest cost, you’ll still lose sales you should have made if you come into a meeting with a negative attitude. No one likes to be around negative vibes, and it will turn off customers and prospects; it will blind them to your products’ good points.
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