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INTRODUCTION

God is on the side not of the heavy battalions, but of the best shots.

Voltaire

SELLING—THE PERSONAL interaction between buyer and seller—is a key part of the overall marketing process. In many businesses it is the final link. In other words whatever other marketing activity has been undertaken, from sending a brochure or mailing to running a major advertising campaign, and however much interest it has generated, selling must convert that interest—turning it into action to buy.

Sometimes the sales process consists of a single event—you talk to the customer and, all being well, they buy. On other occasions the nature of the product or service and of the customer’s attitude to it means that a whole series of events must take place. These range from a simple inquiry to a series of meetings, and maybe more besides (sending a written proposal or making a presentation, for instance). Every stage is important, and whatever is done, it must be done well; the focus here is primarily on the face-to-face interaction between salespeople and customers.

The sales task is to communicate clearly and persuasively, and very often also it is to positively differentiate an offering from that of the competition. It is a fragile process, by which I mean that results can be changed—for good or ill—by small changes in approach. This may even go down to the use of one word rather than another, certainly to one description rather than another. Markets may be competitive, customers demanding and fickle, and selling success will not “just happen” because you have a good product or the “gift of the gab.” As has been said, in today’s market a key issue is to differentiate, to ensure your approach sets you apart from competition. But of one thing you can be sure:

Selling success can be made more certain if you adopt an active approach, understand the way it works, and deploy the right techniques in the right way.

Think about any skill. Can you juggle with three flaming torches without burning holes in the carpet? Maybe not, but there are people who can. What is the difference between them and you? Perhaps only that they have thought about how to do it, understand how to go about it and have practiced doing it. Selling is no different.

The archetypal “born salesperson” is rare indeed. Good salespeople, however, are much more common. And the best of them have a secret. They understand the process of buying and selling. They adopt a conscious approach in the light of that understanding, and they deploy an approach that utilizes well-chosen techniques that are in turn well matched to each individual customer or prospect with whom they are dealing.

Sometimes what needs to be done is counterintuitive, in the way that, faced with a complaint, many people find it almost impossible to avoid making it clear that whatever happened was “not my fault” even though that is the last thing the customer wants to hear. The overall prevailing standard of salespersonship is by no means good, and there is much that is bad or at least unthinking and poorly focused on customers. Many salespeople muddle through, thinking that all that is necessary is a personable approach. If people like me they will buy from me, they say. They make sales (provided the product is good) but they will never sell as much as they could.

What does all this mean? It means that those who tackle this area and get it right have a considerable opportunity to maximize sales results and thus positively inf luence the growth and profitability of the business.

Selling is the most personal area of marketing. It is what you do that can guarantee success, what you say and how you say it. The intention of this book is to provide ideas and highlight approaches that will enable you to sharpen your sales skills and maximize the results they produce. Nothing here is dauntingly intellectually taxing. Selling—good selling—is to a large extent common sense. It is, however, a complex process. In a sales meeting that lasts even half an hour (and some last much longer), there is a great deal happening and there are many things to remember.

Furthermore, the same solution and approach is not right for every customer, much less for every occasion. Rather, you need to find appropriate ways forward literally day by day, customer by customer, and meeting by meeting. Selling is a dynamic process, and changing market situations demand a flexible approach. The best salespeople do not operate by rote, they do not “script” their presentation, and they are always conscious of the fine detail of what they do. Indeed, a specific and individual customer focus is essential to everything in the sales process, and that is a theme throughout this book. (It is inherent in the definition of selling referred to later.)

There are many individual ideas described here: things designed to make the description within your sales presentation more powerful, for instance. They range right across the sales process. They are not presented in any particular order, least of all an order of priorities, nor do they claim to include every last aspect of the sales job. Whatever they focus on, specifically there are ideas here that can be:

•   Directly copied and adopted in your business.

•   Adapted: fine-tuned or changed somewhat to make them fit and be useful in your business.

•   Used as a catalyst, prompting a chain of thought that leads to action and a useful change of practice.

Given the dynamic nature of markets and the fickle nature of customers, selling technique must always be deployed flexibly, selecting what works where and when. Anything that creates change and prompts a development of methodology in this ongoing search for excellence can be useful. There is no single definitive “right way to sell.” What matters is what works today and with a particular prospect or customer. Tomorrow or next week we may need a revised approach; next year we most certainly will.

So this book—this series—is designed to be stimulating; it is an aid to prompting ongoing review and change. It is also flexible. There is no need to read the whole book at a sitting (other than to check quickly how you might beef up your sales approaches). It can be dipped into, and as each idea is explained in a self-contained way, you can note particular ideas, think through their potential usefulness to you, and consider what action you may usefully take in light of them one by one. This keeps the process manageable, and prevents you having to try to concentrate on too much simultaneously, which would make it difficult to keep all the balls in the air at once, as it were.

Some ideas you will be able to use at once. Others may, as has been said, prompt thought that leads to action and change. Some may only be interesting, but of no immediate relevance—sometimes because you are operating that way already. No matter, the process of reading the book is likely to put you in a constructive frame of mind.

There is no magic formula to guarantee success in selling. If there is a common factor, it is that those people who are most successful at it all make a conscious effort to see it as a fluid and dynamic process: one with which they can work, adopting a style and an approach as well as deploying appropriate techniques that give them the greatest chance of success.

This book provides a resource to assist the continuous process of analysis and review that is necessary to create sales excellence.

Patrick Forsyth


THE IDEAS

THE IDEAS LED the preparation of this book. The main criteria involved in selecting them were to describe approaches that make sense—that work—and that also demonstrate a constructive and creative way of viewing the sales job. The focus is on face-to-face selling, although that might mean a member of the field sales team or a senior manager who happens to have front-line customer contact.

Many of these ideas are no doubt in use in many different organizations. With some, although they were observed in a particular organization, they may not be common, or universal, practice; it may be that what was observed represented the initiative of one creative individual. No matter, it is their usefulness that got them included.

Some ideas are in a form that links very directly to an industry or product, but that is the nature of examples. What matters is whether they can, by their nature, assist you make changes and do things differently so that sales results—whether volume or profitability—are positively affected. So do not reject an idea because it is from outside your industry, or because it is shown as being used by a large company and you represent a small one (or vice versa). Look for how the idea—or just the germ of the idea—might act to influence your business, and how precisely you might be able to draw on it to deploy an approach with your customers that they will respond to positively.

The range is intentionally eclectic. The companies specifically mentioned here include both large and small. They range from Raffles Hotel (Singapore) to Sony and Amazon. In addition, observation of other people and organizations has contributed to this review, though they are not specifically linked to one individual example. These include Cathay Pacific Airways and Waterstone’s Bookshops, and others that reflect industries across a wide range of products and services. A few are from my own experience of selling, the source of others lost or protected. All can potentially teach us something.
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	GETTING PEOPLE TO GIVE YOU TIME






MANY SALESPEOPLE NEED to take steps to get people to give them their undivided attention, to spend sufficient time with them and to do so willingly because they believe it is useful. But . . .

People are busy, these days pressure on time seems to be greater than ever before, and anything other than a realistic attitude to this is unlikely to help you sell successfully. Clearly a more professional approachis more likely to be seen as relevant, but the more imaginative salespeople can take specific action to maximize time spent.



The idea

In a major international airline . . .

There is a particular salesperson known internally as “the donut man.” Given that part of his job is to call regularly on travel agents and brief their staff on new developments (such as new routes, fares, and special offers), he has a problem. If he does this one person at a time, then even in a medium-sized city agency it could take a long time to brief everyone. The agency will not let him do it with everyone at one time—telephones must be answered and business must continue. So he has evolved a cunning plan: he arranges to see half the staff at a time, and promises to arrive “bearing gifts.” At the appointed time he appears with a tray of coffees, teas, and donuts from a nearby café. Half the staff takes a break together, they gather round, and he can brief them in a convivial atmosphere. When he has finished the staff swap: the now briefed group go back on duty, and the other half take a break. They all like it. They pay attention. And they look forward to his next visit.

Most important, they are up to date, and well able to steer their customers toward this particular airline in their day-to-day work.

In practice

•   Think about how your customers’ businesses work and aim to fit in with their special nature.

•   Sometimes something unconventional can fit this criterion and work well; stay open-minded.
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	BE AVAILABLE





IT IS, OF course, a fact that often it is tedious dealing with customers who will not make up their mind. You want confirmation now. They want to think about it (which reminds me of the saying that when a customer says “I’ll think about it and let you know”—you know). But what matters most is the customer’s timetable, rather than the seller’s. However long they mull things over for, whatever sort of gap appears between one contact and another (and there is a need here to keep in touch and take an initiative in following up), when they are ready to act, they are ready to act.

It can be galling to spend time creating interest, keeping in touch, perhaps over some time, and then finding that you lose business because you were not available when they actually wanted to say “Let’s talk.”



The idea

In the world-renowned Raffles Hotel in Singapore . . .

The general manager here, who certainly sees a key part of his role as selling, gives his personal cellphone number to many of his guests. Given the international nature of the business, with guests coming from time zones all over the world, this seems like a formula for a sleepless life. Not so. The number is only usually passed on personally, so the manager can judge something about the value and hazards of doing so. If it is done right, with a little description about its use, then its use is evidently not abused (well, not often!). The manager gets a few time-wasting calls at odd hours of the day, but reports that, generally speaking, it is a valuable tactic and one that “definitely produces business.”

It allows contact in a way that customers see as very convenient—allowing them to make contact at the top of the hotel’s organization when they want—and their being given such a number is seen as an unusual gesture, one they appreciate.

There is a direct link here for most people, one that applies to contact with an organization or an individual by phone, email and in other ways.

In practice

•   Use modern technology such as the cellphone—but do not regard its use as routine, make it special.

•   Be seen to “go the extra mile.”
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	MAKE CUSTOMERS RESPECT YOU






IF A CUSTOMER sees you as professional, they will be more likely to trust you, to listen to your advice—and to buy from you.

Sometimes what can engender this respect comes through general manner and how you are with people, rather than from something that is inherently part of the sales approach. In this respect sales and service are often closely related, especially in a service business. Show signs of exemplary service and selling almost automatically becomes easier.



The idea

At a hotel in the Marriott chain . . .

During a recent stay of mine in a hotel the following occurred. Checking in, the system was that a uniformed member of staff came out from Reception, handled the paperwork quickly and efficiently as you sat in a comfortable seating area, then escorted you to your room. The women who did this for me did it efficiently and charmingly. When I was crossing Reception to check out two or three days later, the same person approached me offering help. Told I was checking out, she said, “Please let me handle this for you. It’s Room 234, Mr Forsyth, isn’t it?” Amazed at her memory I asked how many rooms there were in the hotel (nearly 500, she told me) and asked, “Do you remember everyone’s room number?” She smiled and replied, “Yes, most of them.” I believed her, and loved the fact that she so clearly enjoyed being able to say that. I immediately saw her differently.

She had the responsibility of looking after guests in a more complete manner than is usual—seeing to the whole check-in process for instance, and more no doubt besides. She is doubtless part of what persuades many guests to return, even without engaging in overt sales activity.

In practice

•   Never forget how sales and service overlap, and never fail to see, and use, the service aspect as a way to provide a foundation for successful selling. That’s especially true if what makes a mark can be done as delightfully as this.
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	A GOOD FIRST IMPRESSION





YOU ONLY GET one chance to make a good first impression. That statement may be a cliché, but it is true. In sales terms another maxim is almost more important: first impressions last. However you look at it, selling is easier if first impressions lead people to positive conclusions, and prompt thoughts like: that’s a good start—so far so good—I like that, now what comes next?

Sometimes this can be achieved simply and it is specific to the individual; it is something they do. Sometimes, more rarely perhaps, the impression stems from the whole company, and more rarely still, it is something that achieves a real wow factor.



The idea

At international construction machinery company JCB . . .

Here is a company that certainly wows first-time visitors to its factory in the English Midlands, especially those who come from overseas. Its product needs demonstrating so it no doubt has visitors aplenty. Imagine: you fly from wherever—Peru or Paris—and even if you are not familiar with the country, you know that the place you will visit is a significant journey from London. (You imagine the usual hazards of any journey—traffic, hold-ups and so on.) But your hosts say they will meet you at Heathrow Airport, London, so that sounds a little easier.

Then the meeting turns out to be a brief connection to the company helicopter and a very straightforward direct flight, of only an hour or so, which lands you in the landscaped grounds surrounding the factory.

Not everyone can run to a company helicopter, but attention to any detail at first contact that will give the right impression is worthwhile and helps set the scene for the subsequent meeting. The helicopter may be a dramatic way of doing things, but it is really only one way of providing extra service and convenience to customers. This is true of the individual, several individuals, or the organization itself.

In practice

•   Seek to make genuine service, rather than gimmicks, enhance customer acceptance.

•   Ensure that there are management processes to consider/approve expenditure on such things (though not necessarily of this magnitude!).
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	ENHANCING CUSTOMERS’ RECALL OF YOU





HERE IS A card trick that creates a positive, and lasting, impression. A smart business card is part of the basic kit of anyone selling. In some markets (in the East for instance, where the Japanese even have plastic waterproof cards to exchange by the pool), their existence and use is especially important, and they may have a translation of the information on the back.

But cards can all look much the same. Just glance at your store of those from other people—better still, put yours among them and see if it stands out. So something that is truly distinctive may be worthwhile. One tactic used by some organizations is for people to have their photograph on their card. (It can be color or black and white, and is in some cases a line drawing—I have seen cartoons and caricatures too.) Here is a different idea.



The idea

From FMC Southeast Asia Pte Ltd (a firm in the undersea technologies sector) . . .

One manager with this company always gives people two cards. They are printed on a card of a shape you may be familiar with as an example of an optical illusion (see opposite). When two cards are put down one above the other, one seems clearly to be the larger. Put them one on top of another and it is clear they are One manager with this company always gives people two cards. They are printed on a card of a shape you may be familiar with as an example of an optical illusion (see below). When two cards are put down one above the other, one seems clearly to be the larger. Put them one on top of another and it is clear they are identical in size. It is of no significance other than as a bit of fun; but it is memorable.

[image: image]

I have another card, a tiny 6 Σ 4 cm, which has only a picture of someone on the front, the words CALL ME, and a telephone number. On the reverse side it says, “The lack of business from you has made this economy-sized card necessary.” That idea is maybe not for everyone, but why not have several different cards if they are useful?

In practice

•   Review any sort of standard printed material regularly. Do not think of it as fixed and unalterable.

•   Then find formats that work for you and your customers.
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	ENHANCING CUSTOMERS’ RECALL OF YOU (CONTINUED)





A BUSINESS CARD certainly acts as a reminder of you, especially early on in a relationship with a customer. It is something that is likely to be kept, and it demands an active step to get rid of it, when the customer thinks, I shan’t want to contact them. But how do you boost such a positive effect when time passes and memory dims?



The idea

A host of organizations do this badly . . .

A momentary boost to the memory, your profile, and the relationship can be created by giving a gift. First, beware of being seen to offer a bribe. It is one thing to give something as a thank you to someone who buys regularly from you, but some people might think too much too soon sends the wrong messages, so some care is necessary.

Some care is needed too in selecting something appropriate. Beware, some things fall flat for reasons like these:

•   It’s too late. The traditional diary given just before Christmas is a case in point. I have lost count of the ones I have received over the years, and I have never used them. I always have a diary on the go by the time the gift arrives.

•   It’s gone in a flash. A bottle of scotch or some wine may be appreciated, but it doesn’t last. It’ll be gone by Boxing Day, and it doesn’t surprise anyone.

•   It’s tacky. No more splodgy ballpoint pens please.

What is needed is something that is distinctive, useful, and perhaps unusual. For instance, I carry my business cards in a leather case that was this kind of gift (thank you, Marriott Hotels). It is a good example of an item that is likely to be kept even if someone has something similar already. As an example of something useful and more unusual, my book Successful Time Management (Kogan Page) has several times been purchased by companies and used in this way. Showing you are aware the buyer is busy may be just what you need. (How many copies would you like? Sorry, but if a book on selling can’t contain a few plugs, what can?)

In practice

•   Think about appropriate small gifts, and plan sufficiently far ahead to take creative action.

•   Ring the changes: use something different every year.
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	FIND THE DECISION MAKER





ANY SELLING TECHNIQUE must be directed to the decision maker, whoever that is (it may be more than one person). Identifying who you are talking to and what role they play is vital. Sometimes your contact will have a specific brief: perhaps they are a “recommender,” asked by a decision maker to check things out. If you feel other people are involved in the buying decision, you need to engineer a link to them, or better still a meeting with them.



The idea

From a major Volvo car dealer . . .

It is said that the most important thing in selling a car is to get the prospect to sit in the driver’s seat, with taking a test drive coming a close and linked second. So far so good, but what happens when you have identified that a family is involved and yet only one of the key players comes to the dealership? This might be either a male or female partner, and who is to say which of the pair is the more important? Once you have persuaded this person to take a test drive, one ploy that can be used here is to organize the route so that in its latter stages it goes close to the prospect’s home. (This assumes they live within reach, but most likely they do, or why would they go into that dealership?) Then as the drive is nearing completion the salesperson suggests a stop at the house, using an appropriate phrase such as “Let your wife have a look.”

This creates a meeting within a meeting. Suddenly the salesperson has both halves of the decision-making duo together, and can tackle the remaining stage of the sale with both of them. All being well, the drive will already have made a good impression, and seeing the car parked on their own driveway helps stimulate the prospects’ imagination.

This is a novel response to the problem of involving all decision makers. It is well tailored to the way such sales work, and uses a suggestion that is likely to be seen only as a helpful addition to what is being done.

In practice

•   Always explore and identify who the true decision maker is for your prospect, and remember the decision may involve several people.

•   Make your sales approach suit, and if possible be special to, all the people involved.
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	CLOSE CONTACT




MANY CUSTOMERS CHECK out potential purchases on the internet these days. This means that by the time someone makes contact with an individual business they have done their research and may see the process of selection and buying as well on the way. But this can create long-distance contacts from customers who are not physically near the salesperson. There’s a good side to this: it exposes salespeople to prospects with whom they would never otherwise have had any contact. But how do you get closer?



The idea

From a Volvo dealership . . .

One industry in which this internet checking now goes on is car sales, including secondhand ones. People can check out possibilities and prices, and when they have an idea of the kind of car they want, they can see a list of every car for sale in the country that meets their exact criteria and where it is to be found. Then they can contact the appropriate dealer, who may be on the other side of the country. At that point they want to hear about the car, gleaning details beyond the basic description of year, color, and so on. If they are still interested, they will doubtless resolve to go and have a look at it.

One salesperson I spoke to in my local Volvo dealership has cracked this one. He offers to drive the car to the prospect (or maybe to meet them halfway). This surprises people, and that surprise helps him gauge the seriousness of their intent. This is important because a journey costs time and money, but if he is confident he’s found a good prospect, then it can pay dividends. Indeed my informant claims a good strike rate. After all, he does not suggest this to anyone he suspects of time wasting.

In practice

•   Review how e-marketing is affecting the way your customers behave. (It will likely be changing and need regular review.)

•   Adapt your approach to fit with their new practice.
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	THE RIGHT WEIGHT OF CASE





A DIFFICULTY SOME salespeople have is in deciding how much to say about their product or service. Realistically comprehensiveness is often not one of the options: more and more buyers lay down time restraints in one way or another. You might sensibly regard such a time limit as negotiable, but once you have agreed it there is merit in sticking to it, unless the prospect is so interested that they extend it, either formally or informally. Beyond that pragmatic view, however, how do you judge how much to say?



The idea

From research done by m62 visualcommunications ltd . . .

Most of the ideas suggested here are based as much as anything on observation, but this one is based on research. This company specializes in helping create business-winning presentations (deciding on the message and creating the visual aids to convey it). In this capacity its staff must judge carefully how much to suggest is said, not least because they can be paid in part on results. So they did some research into the “weight of a case.”

The answer was clear. The greatest chance of a positive reaction is given by five key points stated in benefit form. Do not take that too literally: you may do well by using four or six, or even seven points. But outside these parameters you risk a negative reaction. Too few points, and the case will sound insubstantial; too many, and it will become tedious and people will lose interest. Of course, quantity is not everything. Naturally it matters what you say and how you say it, and what priority you give to different points. But there is guidance here, and it is worth thinking in this way about the core of your message—the case you want to present. Although the research was directed primarily at “big-ticket” selling, and situations where a formal pitch and presentation is necessary, common sense suggests that it is a good general point to bear in mind.

Note: the research is described in Nick Oulton’s Killer Presentations (How To Books), which also outlines the best methodology you could wish for in creating persuasive PowerPoint presentations.

In practice

•   The case you make easily becomes repetitive if you don’t give it thought. So analyze what you say, and make sure it has sufficient “weight” in the kind of way described above.
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	DON’T WASTE CUSTOMERS’ TIME





WE ALL KNOW people are busy these days. Customers normally take what they consider an appropriate amount of time to make a decision. So it makes sense not to try to sidestep that, by either rushing them or spinning out the sale. That’s especially true if they don’t see the extra time taken as useful, and it’s worse if they see the process as unnecessarily and uncaringly lengthy.



The idea

From book publishers Bantam Press . . .

Sometimes the time a salesperson is allowed must be agreed upfront, and sometimes too it needs to be negotiated. A salesperson must try to get time to make the planned pitch, and a customer must accept that if they want to make an informed decision, they must listen to key information about the product or service. The key point here is to respect the time customers have available, then actively work on descriptions, indeed your whole pitch, to ensure that you can make a powerful case in the time available.

In some industries people are under more time pressure than in others, and the unremitting nature of that pressure means that salespeople have to consider this or they simply cannot do the job. One example is publishing. Large publishers not only have hundreds or thousands of titles in print, they add dozens of new ones every month. A salesperson selling to retail bookshops has to find a way of being strikingly succinct. Some titles may be dealt with in a minute or less. Some years ago when Stephen Hawking’s surprise bestseller A Brief History of Time was selling in its millions, I asked salespeople on a publishing industry sales training course to pick a title to describe, first without time pressure, then with a tight cut-off time. When we came to the succinct version, a representative from Bantam Press simply held up Hawking’s book and gave a four-word sales pitch: “It’s now in paperback.”

Sometimes circumstances make this easy, but even when they don’t, the principle stands. You must not risk wasting customers’ time. Working out truly succinct, yet powerful, descriptions is a certain aid to sales success.

In practice

•   It can be easy to spend longer with customers than they find ideal, because they might not tell you so.

•   So ask about timing. It will be regarded as a courtesy. Then you can fit your pitch to their timescale and get their full attention throughout.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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