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These are the same customers who were
themselves once new and “sexy” prospects,
enticing us to invest considerable time and

money at the wooing stage, only to discover fading
interest once the conquest had been made.

This is a burning topic for me and has been for
many years. I write about the huge gap between
intention and reality when it comes to customer
expectations. I crusade on the need for much
greater focus on customer retention. I speak about
the millions of lost dollars in revenue when a
customer or client finally becomes disillusioned with
the lack of interest from the selling company and
succumbs to the charms of a competitor, who

convinces them they are sexy again. 
On this last point, the latest statistics I had sight

of suggested that most companies in most industries
lose between 10 and 30% of their existing
customers every year. The common reason quoted
for the divorce? 68% say “Lack of interest.”

Here is a challenge for you: Think about a
customer/client who has left you in the past 12
months. Then try and estimate the cost of first
locating, then qualifying, then closing the first order
with that customer/client. It is likely that you will
find such a task virtually impossible. That is a great
pity because even if you were not startled by the
results of the exercise, I guarantee someone in a
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Are There No Limits
to Our Commercial Promiscuity?

“Commercial promiscuity?” Our almost indecent obsession with
spending most (probably 80%) of our available selling time hunting
down new, more exciting opportunities at the expense of our very
loyal existing customers/clients. 



Editorial

more senior role in your organization would be –
particularly if you added up the total lost potential
revenue from the “departed ones”.

Although, as I suggested earlier, this crazy merry
go round of commercial illogicality, insanity and
ineptitude is never far from my thinking, my
frustration was enhanced when I hosted a recent
Top Sales Academy, “Anatomy of World Class Sales
Performance” presented by Joe Galvin & Barry
Trailer  of CSO Insights. They discussed the results
of the 2015 MHI Sales Best Practices Study, which I
urge you to download and read for yourselves.

One particular slide caught my attention….
I wasn’t surprised by these findings, but I have to
remain disappointed: Around 60%, yes, 6 out of 10
B2B sales leaders thought that their priority in 2015
was/is to capture new accounts. It isn’t until we get
to 4th place that we see anything remotely
connected with client retention, and even then just
36% considered it important to “Increase
penetration into accounts.” However, the worst
news of all, only 25% of respondents suggested that
“Improving customer loyalty/satisfaction” was/is
critical for sustained success. Ergo, incredibly, 75%
didn’t think it important!

Some statistics that you will have seen, which
have almost become clichés but nevertheless
truisms: 

It costs fifteen times more to sell to a new
prospect as it does to an existing customer.

80% of business
transacted by most
companies in most
industries is with existing
clients/customers.

I could go on: The
reasons for dedicating
more time nurturing and
growing our current
customer/client base are
not just compelling, they
are a prerequisite for any
commercial organization

who wishes to achieve sustained success and
profitability. 

As one CEO was heard to mutter quite recently,
“You know, the less I see of what’s their name? The
more I forget them.”

You may find these two white papers of interest …

And if you would like to listen to that superb
Academy session with Joe Galvin and Barry Trailer,
please register – for free – HERE

Jonathan Farrington
CEO, Top Sales World

To read more of Jonathan's articles, posts,
white papers and thoughts visit his

personal site  here
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Zak doesn’t restrict his view of persuasion to
the traditional model of one person changing
another person’s attitude toward something.

His view is broader. He sees it as the efforts we

make to shape people’s thoughts, feeling, opinions,
and behaviors, through strategic communication—
that is, through the messages we send or give to
others. He recognizes that for salespeople to
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“Zakary Tormala, psychologist and professor of marketing, teaches
courses on persuasion to MBA’ s and Doctorate students at
Stanford University. The passion of his research is persuasion, and
he has caused me to rethink how I have long viewed the word

persuasion. Central to his message of persuasion is the concept of certainty, which
he sees as the catalyst that turns attitudes into action—or, in sales lingo, liking
into buying.” says Linda Richardson.

Self-Persuasion 
and Certainty:
Moving from “I like” to “I buy”
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communicate with today’s educated buyer the
messages they deliver must not only be more
carefully designed to get through all the noise in our
informationrich environment, but also deal with the
potentially increased resistance buyers have in light
of their increased access to information.

To achieve these goals, he advocates two major
paths. One is selfpersuasion by shifting the onus of
persuasion from the convincer to the convincee 
that is, find ways to help customers persuade
themselves. He shared with me three key
interconnected communication strategies that can
help buyers sell themselves. The other path is to
build certainty. Certainty is a profoundly important,
yet often overlooked, layer of the persuasion matrix.
(Incidentally, Zak also stressed that these
approaches are not unique to sales, but could be
applied in any persuasionrelevant context—for
example, increasing healthy eating or drumming up
support for social causes. These are general

principles, he says, that can strengthen your
persuasion arsenal.) 

SelfPersuasion 

In essence, selfpersuasion is the opposite of the
traditional model in which salespeople provide
information to others with the goal of persuading
them. With selfpersuasion, the goal is to help
buyers form their own conclusions. Generally
speaking, when buyers come up with their own
ideas, arguments, or conclusions, they are more apt
to accept those ideas, arguments, or conclusions as
true. The key is that the salesperson turns the buyer
into the source of the message, and buyers like all
people  are naturally inclined to like things (such as
ideas or opinions) that they associate with
themselves. In our conversation, Zak described
several techniques that salespeople can use to help
turn their customers into selfpersuaders. As it turns

The Linda Richardson Interview



out, these techniques largely center around
questioning: 

l  SelfGenerated Conclusions. Rather than telling
a buyer why a product is good, the salesperson
should ask the customer why he or she feels it is
good. Because buyers tend to be more informed
these days, they are more poised than ever to
think about these issues and answer these
questions. So, for example, rather
than telling prospective buyers
why your product is right for them,
ask them why they believe it might
be right for them. Asking for rather
than feeding information is
persuasive, at least partly because
people tend to think of reasons
that uniquely reflect their own
idiosyncratic preferences, and they
feel quite confident about those
reasons! Moreover, self
generated reasons tend to be
persuasive because most people
have a high opinion of themselves
and feel good about the reasons
that they themselves come up
with. 

l  SelfPerception. Selfperception
theory suggests that people often infer their own
thoughts and opinions by observing their own
behavior. So inducing a positive behavior, such as
smiling or nodding, can push a person’s thoughts
and preferences in a more positive or negative
direction. For example, if you smile, you actually
feel a little happier  facial expressions
communicate that inner feeling to the brain.
Similar effects can be achieved by asking people
questions that get them to reflect on their own
behavior. For instance, asking the question, “Do
you recycle?” can improve attitudes toward
recycling because people answer “yes” and
conclude that they are recyclers. However,

asking the question, “Do you always recycle?” can
worsen attitudes toward recycling because
people answer “no” and conclude that they are
not. 

l  Mere Thought. Finally, the mere thought effect
refers to the idea that when people merely think
about their opinion of something, that opinion
tends to become a little more extreme. Someone

who starts off liking Coke, for
example, might be even more
favorable after 60 seconds of thinking
about Coke. Zak and his collaborators
have found that simply asking people
to think about the positive or negative
features of a product or policy can
push their attitudes and perceptions
in a positive or negative direction,
respectively. So asking a buyer what
she likes, or what the benefits about x
are, lets her make the case for herself.
So if a salesperson can get buyers to
think about their attitude toward
something for a minute or so, it tends
to become a little more extreme,
which can promote behaviors such as
purchasing sooner, spending more,
and the like. After all, Zak explained,
we are all biased thinkers, so when we

think about our attitudes we think attitude
consistent thoughts. Those thoughts, in turn, tilt
or slant our attitudes even further.

Zak points out that questions are central to many of
these persuasion strategies. Not only can a
salesperson be more persuasive using questions, but
he or she also will learn more and build better
relationships. 

Certainty

Traditionally, persuasion researchers look to attitude
change as something to be measured on a scale
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“
It is up to us in

sales to apply
some of these

strategies to help
customers, who

are inundated with
options and offers,
to feel certain and

make the best
possible

decisions.
”



ranging from, for example, one to seven. Zak has
found that there are a number of persuasion
variables, or techniques, that sometimes fail to elicit
change on these kinds of measures. When they do,
Zak argues, it is imperative to shift your attention
from attitude change and instead focus on possible
change in the certainty people feel and express. In
fact, Zak has devoted much of his career to
understanding the factors that make people feel
certain or uncertain of their own attitudes and
opinions. This form of certainty, or conviction, turns
out to be a crucial driver of behaviors ranging from
buying to voting to advocating for a cause.

Because it is a customer’s level of certainty that
ultimately promotes action—that is, people take
action not when they like or dislike something, but
when they are certain that they like or dislike it—the
importance of certainty cannot be overstated in
sales. In other words, a customer liking a product is
nice, but not enough (particularly in today’s
informationrich environment) to motivate action.
The goal he sees for salespeople is to build
customers’ certainty to a high enough level that will
make a purchase. He has found that most
businesses overlook that the strategy they employ
to get people to like a product is different from the
strategy needed to get them to buy a product. Some
of the factors that increase Certainty are:

l  Consensus. Establishing perceived consensus
around buyers’ opinions helps give buyers
certainty—that is, confidence that they are right.
When a buyer’s opinion is where the salesperson
wants it to be, the salespeople can reinforce the
notion that others share that opinion. This
essentially amounts to informing buyers that, for
example, “In our surveys we’ve found that 85% of
our customers share your opinion.” This
perception of consensus builds certainty and
promotes action.

l  Repetition. Getting buyers to repeat their own
opinions increases certainty. Again when buyers

hold a desired opinion, encourage them to
express that opinion multiple times. Research
shows that the more frequently people express
their own opinions, the more certain they
become. For example, in the world of surveys,
when customers give a positive answer (perhaps
a favorable rating of your product or service), ask
more questions that cause customers to repeat
their positive response. More repetition equals
more certainty, and more certainty equals more
purchasing, spending, and recommending.

l  Defense. Defending an attitude increases
certainty. Zak’s research shows that if a
salesperson can get someone to defend his or
her attitude by softly pushing back or being a
devil’s advocate in a reasonable way, that person
will feel more certain. A successful defense of
one’s opinion sends the internal signal that one’s
opinion is right, and is worth acting on.

Zak’s Advice: In short, build certainty. People’s
opinions often are where you want them to be but
that is not enough to make a sale. Your customers
might like your product or service but liking does not
make the purchase. One of the biggest missed
opportunities is not understanding the factors that
can turn liking something into buying it. Certainty
will help turn your customers’ attitudes into action
whether it is advocating for you or spending with
you. Of course, if a customer does not hold a desired
position, you would not employ these techniques. If
you do, you’ll be shoring up customers’ certainty
about the wrong opinion! 

Zak also stresses that most these ideas are based
on psychology research and the sales application has
not been tested. It is up to us in sales to apply some
of these strategies to help customers, who are
inundated with options and offers, to feel certain
and make the best possible decisions.                        n

Zakary Tormala is a Stanford Professor of
Marketing. Find out more here

TOP SALES MAGAZINE NOVEMBER 2015 9

The Linda Richardson Interview

https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/faculty-research/faculty/zakary-tormala


In the past decade the
B2B buyer has radically
changed. Increased
access to information has
given buyers more power
to control the sales
process. At the same
time the buying

environment has become more
complex as companies struggle under
ever tighter budgetary and time
constraints.
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Predicting What 
Your Sales Team Should Do Next

These macroshifts have led to a segmentation
of buyers and the sales people that sell to
them. Forrester describes a 2x2 matrix where

one axis is “solution complexity” and the other is
“purchasing complexity”. In lowcomplexity
environments sales people have less to do to
advance a sale – and may be less necessary to
generate sales relative to an ecommerce site, for
example.

As complexity rises on either axis a sales person
becomes more and more essential. They become
critical to help shape the business case for the
complex solution. And critical to guide the buying
process as the buyer navigates internal political and
decision making waters.



Peter Mollins & Daniel Wideman

How Does this Impact Sales Teams?

The buyer journey for complex products is now a
spider web of interactions between the buyer, her
peers, and the seller’s gotomarket apparatus. The
straight line from lead to opportunity
to close isn’t a reality for complex
sales.

A buyer may conduct early
research on a business problem or set
of solutions. She might take that
information back to her colleagues,
managers, and reports to see if there
is a match between problem and
solution. She may reengage the sales
person, or not. She might be
influenced by marketing automation
or sales outreaches. And this dance
could continue for some time as a
business case is built internally.

This complexity in the sale leads to
a dramatic increase in ‘no decisions’
and companies that maintain the
status quo. Confronting this issue
requires sales leaders to address two
major hurdles:

1. Who to Pitch?

According to Four Quadrant the
average B2B purchase involves up
to 20 people. When you have that
level of complexity it is exceptionally
difficult for a gotomarket team to
identify who to work with and how to
build internal momentum. 

Further data from the CEB, the folks that brought
us the Challenger Sale, shows that on average nearly
6 people had to OK a purchase before it could close.
So, not only does the average B2B rep have to
engage and get at least a neutral position from 20
different stakeholders but they also have to get the
consensus thumbsup from an approval group of

about 6 people.
That is a tall order. Sales and marketing teams

need to identify who they should target so that sales
(and marketing) efforts are focused correctly.
Organizations are opaque despite the increased

visibility that comes from systems like
LinkedIn. That’s because the power of
individuals and their role in a buying
decision can’t always be measured by
their title.

2. What to Pitch?

In every sales situation, it’s as
important to know ‘what to say’ as
‘who to say it to’. Prospects will
respond to different messages in
different ways depending on who
they are and where they are in an
organization or buying process. This
challenge is exacerbated in a complex
sale, with its longer sales cycle and
larger set of stakeholders with
competing priorities and agendas. 

Lightweight datasheets and
corporate overviews may work well

sometimes, but a prospect in an
advanced sales stage wants
detailed information to construct
their business case. That means
providing different assets to
prospects based on their situation.

A complex sale can involve
messaging a complex product to

address a complex solution. Or it could
involve navigating a complex buying process

where different buyers are trying to solve their own
problems. In either case, most sales people will need
guidance on how to navigate complex buying
processes.

Further, ‘What to Pitch’ is more than just what to
say. It also means what product to pitch in a given
situation. Many B2B vendors have hundreds or

“
That is a tall

order. Sales and
marketing teams
need to identify
who they should

target so that
sales (and

marketing) efforts
are focused

correctly. 
”
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many thousands of SKUs. Knowing which product to
suggest to a new prospect, or knowing which
product makes a great upsell to an existing customer
sets great sales organizations apart.

What Works?

In the complex sales environment some reps
consistently win. In fact, there generally is a set of
10% of your sales team that almost always hits
quota. The remaining 90% may hit quota one
quarter and miss it the next. That means there is
something about what that top 10% is doing that we
should try to repeat across the organization.

If you ask them, you’re likely to hear some
variation on these two statements:

l  “I know which prospects are likely to convert
now. That’s where I focus.”

l  “I know what to pitch to engage and advance my
prospects to close.”

If you could capture that kind of insight you could
focus your sales and marketing efforts, you could
move beyond backwardlooking approaches to
complexity. That’s where a forwardlooking
approach comes in – predictive analytics.

Enter Predictive

Predictive analytics for sales use contextual and
behavioral data about prospects and past results to
predict future behavior. These predictions will never
be 100% accurate, but they don’t need to be. They
need to arm sales people with actionable data about
likely outcomes so that better tactical and strategic
decisions can be made. And they need to get more
and more accurate at predicting likely outcomes
over time.

These predictions help sales address the two
primary challenges of a complex selling
environment: ‘who to pitch?’ and ‘what to pitch?’.

That is, providing decision support to better address
the inherent complexity of the sales process.

Sales leaders have an array of predictive
technologies at their disposal today that can help
support decision making at the executive and
individual contributor levels. These technologies
process large volumes of data to identify likely paths
for a prospect. 

l  Who to Pitch: Predictive technology primarily
uses external signals like a prospect’s website
browsing, social media activity, company
firmographics, industry news, and even local
weather conditions to predict which prospects
will be receptive to your pitch and when.

l  What to Pitch: Predictive technology uses a mix
of internal and external signals like
CRM/CSM/MA data, product usage, past buying
behavior and responses to pitches to suggest
what products and messaging will advance a
prospect or customer. 

Answering ‘Who to Pitch?’

Technologies like Lattice Engines, Neuralytics from
InsideSales.com, 6Sense, Infer, and SalesPredict
consume signals to identify which buyers a
prospect should focus on. A sales person may have
hundreds or even thousands of leads to filter
through. Rather than gutchecks or brute force to
prioritize leads and opportunities, these
technologies score who to pitch next based on how
a given prospect’s signals compare with other
prospects conversion success.

These vendors’ software construct models that
are unique to your organization, weighting different
signals based on their predictive power. As your
company processes more and more leads, the
predictive model adapts to the new data. It
constantly adjusts to the new situation to help sales
teams focus on the people most likely to engage.
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Peter Mollins & Daniel Wideman

Answering ‘What to Pitch?’

Once a sales person gets a lead on the phone, or
engages a prospect, or speaks to an existing
customer they’re just part of the way there. The
challenge of knowing what to pitch that prospect
remains. So what will work? 

There’s no onesizefitsall for prospects. A sales
person can’t say the same thing to every prospect
and expect the same results. Predictive technology
looks at contextual data about the sales situation, as
well as behavioral data like which messages and
content were compelling to similar prospects. Is
there effective messaging for the given persona
and/or industry? Did a particular sales play
overcome a competitive threat? Did a piece of
content help build a better business case? 

At the same time, your buyer is not going to
purchase just any SKU that the sales person pushes
across the table. Certain products are more likely to
be purchased based on the prospect’s past buying

behavior when compared to others in similar
situations. Predictive technology correlates these
buying experiences and recommends to sales people
what products they should pitch.

Decision Support for Sales People

The power of predictive is to reduce the complexity
of the modern sales process. It helps sales people
focus where they can add the most value – by
speaking to people that are most likely to buy and
offering them products and positioning that are
most likely to solve their pain. Difficult decisions
about who and what to pitch can be supported by
technology based on likelihood of conversion. That
gives sales leaders a radically powerful tool to focus
their teams on transactions that are most likely to
happen for the most amount of return.                     n

Peter Mollins & Daniel Wideman are executives
at KnowledgeTree. Find out more Here

http://www.knowledgetree.com
http://timoaijo.com/sales-intelligence/
https://www.facebook.com/Sales-Intelligence-The-Book-625136940922082/timeline/
https://www.facebook.com/Sales-Intelligence-The-Book-625136940922082/timeline/


https://mhiglobal.az1.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_7ae1uyzjTTjLA2N&source=TSW
www.csoinsights.com


http://www.membrain.com/playbooks-and-sales-process
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More specifically, I looked at everything that
has targeted consultative selling, asking
questions, listening skills, sales process,

value selling, qualifying and closing. Google has
literally thousands of links to content like this, and
some of it is really good. TopSalesWorld.com has, or
links to some of the best material from some of the
finest sales experts.

At the same time, there are more people claiming
to be sales experts than at any time since I entered
this business in 1985. That large number means that
an awful lot of sales training must have been
delivered in the last several years too.

You would think, that with all of this sales learning
and development taking place, that people in the
profession of selling would have shown some
significant improvement. But the data tells us a
different story.

Objective Management Group (OMG), compared
that data from 100,000 salespeople that were
evaluated before 2012 to 100,000 salespeople that
were evaluated after 2013. The data clearly showed
that there has been almost no improvement in the
primary sales competencies during this time.

The LinkedIn article pointed to the actual data but
I want to ask why so little has changed.

There is a seemingly endless number of
possibilities, for instance:

l  The Tease: Most of the abundant free content is
more teaser than substance

l  Old School: Some of what has been written is
either wrong, outdated or irrelevant

l  Limited Application: Much the content applies to
only some roles, industries or markets

Recently, I wrote an
article for LinkedIn that
discussed the Incredible
Business Disconnect

that Nobody is Talking About. In a
nutshell, I looked at the myriad of
sales content that has been written,
recorded, produced and delivered over
the past several years. 

Why Mastery 
is Required to
Significantly
Increase Revenue

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/incredible-business-disconnect-nobody-talking-dave-kurlan?trk=hp-feed-article-title-share
http://topsalesworld.com/
http://objectivemanagement.com/


Dave Kurlan

l  Knowledge but not Power: The big problem with
reading and viewing free stuff is that you can
learn things but without good training, coaching
and practice, you have only learned it – you
haven’t applied and mastered it

l  Too Short: Where training has been paid for, it’s
often too little, and reinforcement is much too
infrequently for anything to actually change

I could continue this list but the reality is that nothing
will change until companies get serious about an
integrated approach that must consist of the
following components in the following sequence:

l  Customized and Optimized MilestoneCentric
Sales Process and Methodology – most
companies believe they have a sales process and
methodology but from my experience, they’re
almost always wrong about it being effective.
None of the other stuff will have an impact if the
process isn’t right and the salespeople can’t apply
the methodology.

l  Sales Management Training and Coaching – if
your sales managers aren’t a step ahead, and can’t
coach to the process and methodology, as well as
hold their salespeople accountable to adopting it,
the sales training won’t take hold.

l  Sales Training – This can’t be the garden variety
one or twoday affair. Sure, it can start with a kick
off but it must be followed up with preferably two
live, interactive sessions (online is OK if they are
live and interactive) each month for at least 8
months and preferably 12.

l  Practice – Why do people think that you can
master advanced concepts in selling without the
practice that is required to master the same type
of concepts in sports? Without constant practice
it won’t work! In sales, practice means role
playing, something that most salespeople don’t

enjoy and aren’t very good at.

l  KPI’s – If you begin to change expectations as a
result of improving your sales process and
methodology, then the KPI’s need to change too.
New approaches using old KPI’s will have you
focusing on the wrong behaviors and milestones.

l  Not Optional – In some companies, top
executives fail to communicate the importance of
an initiative like this and some sales managers and
salespeople interpret this to mean that mastery
and application are optional. It’s not only not
optional, it should be a condition for continued
employment!

All you need to do in order to recognize how difficult
it is to master anything is read George Leonard’s
great book, Mastery. If Mastery isn’t the goal, then
you should also drop the expectation of significantly
increasing revenue because you can’t have one
without the other.

Mastery of anything means mastery of the basic
fundamentals that lead to great success.

In sports you must first be able to make the
routine plays before you can make the great plays, so
we must master making the routine plays.

In sales you must first be able to make the routine
calls and have the routine meetings. If nothing else,
that means having great listening and questioning
skills. Not 50 Questions, not prepared questions, but
realtime questions that arise from superactive
listening skills. Those are the fundamentals required
for selling success yet those are the skills that most
salespeople lack!

Effective listening and questioning skills aren’t
even sales specific but when you become masterful
at listening and questioning you can become
masterful at selling.                                                         n

Dave Kurlan is the Founder & CEO of
Objective Management Group Inc. Visit here
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However, in today’s ultracompetitive
marketplace, if you are doing what
everybody else is, you will never get to

where you want to be. It is incumbent for companies
to set themselves apart from the rest of the
competition. If your company is going to be a leader
in your market, you are going to have to really
practice things like “customer intimacy”, “customer
interaction”, “customer loyalty” and perhaps more
important – “customer partnership”. Partnership is a
singlethread relationship. It is being” one.” Such a
relationship is built upon a mutually agreedupon
plan that reflects the nature and needs of all parties
involved. This is not a rewording of old terminology
or a redefining of the same, tired concepts of “sales
and service”. Instead, it is a paradigm shift, moving
away from transactional customer satisfaction and
towards permanent customer loyalty.

In order to achieve success in today’s economy,
your company must develop the needed skills to

develop longterm relationships
with their best customers. Too
often, however, the constant
push to increase sales and
market share leads companies
away from their current
customers and, instead, towards
finding new ones. Such a
strategy is a terrible waste of
time and money. The most
effective way to assure the
growth in profitability that every
company wants is to turn their

alreadyexisting customers into “apostles”.
Unfortunately, many companies today dedicate far
more of their resources to expanding sales at the
expense of their already existing clientele.

Since 1974, while working with some of the
smartest and most successful companies across
America, I have learned that the ability to convert
new sales into “apostles” for the company is the best
path towards stable, longterm growth. The stairs of
customer loyalty is the process by which you
convert your prospects into sales, and then to
customers, and finally, into apostles, who will
“preach your message” and “sing your praises” to the
marketplace.

Finding the Right Prospects and Avoiding the
Wrong Prospects

Possessing the right marketing skills is crucial in
properly identifying the right kinds of prospects for a

Many companies follow the same formulas for bringing them closer to
what they think their customers really want. Concepts like “customer
focus” and “customer satisfaction” are warmly embraced. Today, who
isn’t focusing on satisfying customers?

The Stairs of Customer Loyalty



Dr. Tony Alessandra

company. Smart companies accomplish this
responsibility by profiling the top twenty percent of
their current customers who typically provide eighty
percent of their profits. Criteria like profitability,
frequency of purchase, aftersales service required,
revenue, and loyalty potential are quantified and
used as measuring devices in determining the most
important characteristics of a company’s best, most
potentially loyal customers.

Looking for new business is very expensive.
Therefore, companies need to avoid the wrong kinds
of prospects for them. Just as it is critical in
distinguishing the attributes of the right prospects, a
company needs to outline the characteristics that
makeup the bottom twenty percent of their
customer base. Anybody in business can easily
recognize who the complainers, pricegrinders, and
transactionoriented clients are. By clearly
understanding the bad traits of those bottom
twentypercent, companies can much easier avoid
the wrong prospects and focus their resources on
the upper twentypercent instead. 

The “20/80 Rule” works at the bottom of the
customer base as well. That is, twenty percent of a
company’s customers more than likely cost more to
handle than they are worth. These customers give
more grief; chew up more time with requests and
complaints; and, generally, cause the most stress for
a company.

Building LongTerm Customers

OperationsDriven vs. CustomerDriven
Leaders in their industries are always customer
driven, instead of operationsdriven. Through the
keen application of service skills, smart companies
design strategies that assure that customer
expectations are consistently identified, managed,
and monitored. Then, once these are accomplished,
exceeding customer expectations becomes the
compelling focus. Companies that apply the correct
service skills create moments of magic for their
customers, rather than moments of misery.

Customers who consistently have their expectations
exceeded – or, receive Moments of Magic – are
those who become apostles for your organization.

Converting Prospects into Customers and
then into Apostles

Apostles are built through exceptionally strong
relationship skills that insure customer intimacy.
Apostles do more for your organization through
their goodwill and word of mouth than almost any
other aspect of marketing or sales. Smart companies
look to double the number of apostles each year by
moving prospects into first time customers, moving
first time customers into repeat customers and
ultimately moving repeat customers into apostles
(raving fans or business advocates) who spread good
word of mouth adverting for you in your
marketplace.

ApostleDriven 

Companies that become “ApostleDriven” are those
which do not constantly have to dedicate limited
resources of time and money to always finding new
customers. Their Apostles accomplish this task for
them. Such leading companies, of which there are
far too few, are the ones that will dominate their
industries now and well into the new century.

The Stairs of Customer Loyalty shows you how to
consciously shape a plan for developing your
customer relationship skills in a more congruent
manner and is a benchmark in fostering and
promoting permanent customer relationships for
businesses of all sizes. The Stairs of Customer Loyalty
helps you recognize the wide range of challenges
facing your company today and provides the skills
indispensable for overcoming them so you can
achieve the critical relationships needed to survive
and thrive in any market environment.                      n

Dr. Tony Alessandra is a bestselling author
and international speaker. Find out more here
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That simple trick exists, according to new
research done jointly by my company,
Corporate Visions, and Dr. Zakary Tormala, a

professor at the Stanford Graduate School of
Business. And, if you take advantage of the
messaging technique we put to the test in the
following experiment, you stand to substantially
improve your chances of getting prospects and
customers to embrace the value of doing something
different with you. 

For this experiment, we specifically wanted to
measure the persuasive impact of messaging,
pitches or presentations that establish contrast—

that is, contrast between a prospect’s current state
and a proposed future state. 

Would underscoring key differences between a
desirable future state, such as product features and
benefits, and a painful present state have a statistically
significant impact on swaying buying decisions in your
favor? Could the effect of contrast, as opposed to
simply presenting futurestate information by itself,
actually reduce a prospect’s trepidation about doing
something different? Could it even make your
prospect consider paying more for it?

To reveal the answers to these questions, we set
up the experiment as follows: 

One simple trick. What if
that’s all it took to make
your next pitch or
presentation more

persuasive and compelling? What if this
technique could help you convince your
prospect that the change you’re
proposing is better than what they’re
doing today? And, what if you could get
them to consider paying more for it? 
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Messaging to Contrast
How one simple trick can transform your next sales conversation



Tim Riesterer

We told two groups of roughly 100 participants
each to imagine they’d had their current
smartphones for about a year and were reading
information about a new phone option. Prior to
viewing the information, participants were told
they’d receive information about the new
smartphone’s features and benefits, starting on the
following page. 

What they didn’t know is that, before the study
began, they had been randomly assigned to two
different presentation conditions. The presentation
differed in two key aspects of how the information
was presented: the presence of the information and
the location.

The first group viewed a noncontrast condition,
or the future benefitsonly presentation.
Participants were given no other information. 

The second group, on the other hand, viewed a
contrast condition in which the current issues were
compared with the future benefits. These
participants received the exact same features and
benefits list for the new phone, but next to it they
received a list of four issues or problems connected
to their current devices. These issues correlated to
each of the listed features and benefits.

So, was there a statistically significant difference
between the two presentation conditions? And if so,
which one came out on top?

The study revealed the contrast presentation
outperformed the future benefitsonly condition by
a statistically significant margin across several areas.
While all participants were given the same
information about the new smartphone’s features,
the study found that the prospect of buying a new
phone was more compelling when directly
contrasted with the drawbacks of the current
smartphones.

The contrast condition performed better across
the following areas, all of them critical to influencing
buying decisions:

l  Purchase intent – Contrast condition participants
reported more interest in and a higher likelihood

of purchasing the new smartphone. On average,
this condition creates more than a 14+ percent
boost in purchase intent.

l  Willingness to change – Contrast condition
participants reported more favorable attitudes
toward the new phone and a greater willingness
to switch to it—and even pay more—by a margin
of 14+ percent.

l  Advocacy – Comparative condition participants
were 12+ percent more likely than future state
only participants to share information about the
new smartphone and recommend it to others. 

l  Perception of quality – Comparative condition
participants believed the new smartphone to
have higher quality, be more innovative and
stand as a more marked improvement over their
current phones. In these areas, the contrast
conditions outperformed the future stateonly
scenario by a margin of 13+ percent. 

In the study, which included more than 400
participants, another two groups viewed two
additional contrast conditions (putting information
on different screens or in various positions on the
screen). In both cases, the comparative
presentations outperformed the future stateonly
conditions by the same statistical difference across
the areas mentioned above, further validating the
power of including contrast in your message.

What does this study tell you? Mainly, that a
message with contrast stands to make you more
persuasive and the possibility of change more
compelling. To get buyers to soften their resistance
to doing something different, you need to draw
sharp distinctions between the pain of their status
quo and the value of where your solution could lead
them.                                                                                n

Tim Riesterer is the chief strategy and
marketing officer at Corporate Visions. 

Find out more here
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Or was it perhaps a more iterative process or
cycle, because you heard something here
and learned something there, and all of

sudden, a different, but amazing, offer came your
way. If you have professional B2B buying
experience, reflect on some of those decision
processes. How many were linear, without
iterations? Probably not a single one.

Buying happens in iterations and the buying
dynamics have to be navigated

I remember one of my biggest buying decisions in a
large corporation, which was about an account

management system that should support a newly
implemented customercore account planning and
management cycle. The whole buying process took
two years, from scoping to developing the solution,
to the pilot, up to buying (not including
implementation). From start to finish there were
phases that were straightforward… until something
happened. It might have been a budget freeze, the
appointment of a new sales leader, or the IT
department changed its strategy. Some stakeholders
left the project; others joined, and both the exits and
the entries impacted the specific context of the
project, based on their different viewpoints and
even different goals. 

Was that a linear, straight buying process that
could be simply managed by following the process?
No. Not at all. It was an iterative process with
moving targets and various stakeholder changes,
and on a global level. Lots of dynamics happened
that could not be managed by applying learned
mechanics. Those dynamics had to be navigated,
situationally, based on a changing context, moving
targets and a changing buying team with changing
thoughts and expectations. Overall, it was an
iterative, dynamic process that had to be navigated
carefully, in a very focused way, and with lots of
situational awareness, creativity and adaptations.

More information does not necessarily lead
to more understanding – context is often
missing

Customer behaviors have fundamentally changed
and are still changing, and their expectations are
rising. There is no doubt that buyers are much more
informed than ever before; exactly as salespeople
should be much more informed about their
customers and competitors, etc. But often more
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Do you remember the
last time you made a
significant buying
decision as a consumer,

such as a decision to buy furniture or a
car? How structured and organized was
this decision-making process?

Buying Iterations 
And What It Means For Sales Force Enablement



Tamara Schenk

information does not necessarily lead to more
knowledge on the buyer side – it leads to more
confusion. Why? Because lots of information is
without any context. And context matters. Context
is queen, if not king. And that’s where the value of a
sales professional comes into play.

Buyers decide how to connect, collaborate
and calculate throughout their customer’s
journey

Our 2015 MHI Sales Best Practices Study reports that
today’s buyers decide how they want to connect,
how they want to collaborate with salespeople and
how they calculate value. Selling is no longer about
products; it’s about the specific value customers can
achieve through a provider’s products and services.
Value is always specific to the customer, dependent
upon their situational context and the buying teams’
approaches on how to tackle the challenge.
Professional B2B selling must be dedicated to
creating value at each stage of the customer’s
journey for each impacted buyer role. Click here to
take the survey for the 2016 CSO Insights Sales Best
Practices Study.

Customercore strategies for enablement
leaders

Knowing and understanding how buyers want to
buy is essential for every enablement leader.
Understanding the customer’s journey and working
with the customer’s journey and the impacted buyer
roles has to be the foundation of any enablement
strategy, mapped to the specific challenges of the
sales force.

Reflecting these buying dynamics throughout an
often formalized, but iterative customer’s journey,
three key strategies should be applied by sales
enablement leaders:

l  Implement a dynamic customercore
engagement principle: Such an engagement

principle – we call ours “Providing Perspective” –
defines how to connect and engage with
different buyer roles throughout their customer’s
journey related to the buyers different focal
points in each phase. Furthermore, such an
engagement principle sets the stage for a
dynamic value messaging approach that also has
to be tailored to the customer’s journey phases
and the different buyers’ needs in each phase.

l  Align and integrate content and training
services: It’s not enough to provide content such
as playbooks, messaging guidelines, new case
studies, brochures, etc. Salespeople need to
know how to use which asset most effectively in
which customer interaction. Short videos,
featuring salespeople explaining to their peers
how to take advantage of a certain asset, are one
of the most credible ways to drive adoption.
Connecting content and training with small, but
impactful steps is always a winning strategy.

l  Build salespeople’s adaptive competencies:
One of the biggest competitive advantages a
salesforce can have is the ability to shift
strategies, activities and behaviors to changed,
complex and new situations, fast and effectively.
Developing salespeople’s adaptive competencies
becomes more and more a strategic necessity to
develop a salesforce that can create additional
and differentiating value to their prospects and
customers – in their context, addressing their
desired business value.

Last but not least, the internal process landscape
must allow iterations exactly the same way as
customers process their iterations. To adapt internal
processes this way, collaborating with sales
operations is essential, to better integrate principles
and to remove oneway rules. n

Tamara Schenk is Research Director at CSO
Insights, a division of MHI Global. Visit here.
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Let’s take another approach this year. While it
may seem counterintuitive, this is actually a
good time to pause and reflect. Start by

reviewing your pipeline and decide which
opportunities your sales people should prioritize and
focus on bringing to a close. While many may look
good on paper, a little probing will help you zero in on
the ones that can realistically be won before the end
of the year.

However, prioritizing is just the first step. For
each individual opportunity selected, you need to
decide on a strategy that will most likely produce the
desired outcome. In short, you need a sales playbook.

What are sales playbooks?

Playbooks have become an increasingly popular way
to improve sales enablement – defined by IDC as
“Getting the right information into the hands of the
right sellers at the right time, place and format, to
move a sales opportunity forward” — and, by
extension, sales execution. 

While there are numerous definitions available,
Sales Benchmark Index puts it succinctly: 

”A sales playbook is the marrying of your sales
process and content/tools”. 

With playbooks, sales people are continuously
guided towards the next step and provided with
everything they need – process, content and tools –
to execute with precision.
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It is that time of the year
again. The annual Q4
dash. Sales organizations
are under enormous

pressure to deliver and finish the year
on a high note. With so much to do in
so little time, sales people tend to
select the quickest route to close. In
order to get something – anything –
over the line, conversations quickly turn
to pricing and discounts.

Finish The Year
Strong -
Call The Right Play

https://www.idc.com/
http://www.salesbenchmarkindex.com/bid/105145/The-Sales-Playbook-Guide-What-When-Why-and-How


George Brontén

However, before you can create a playbook you
need a documented sales process that is aligned with
the customer’s buying decision process. Creating a
bad sales process is easy. Creating a good sales
process is harder. Creating an effective sales process
that encompasses your salesfocused intellectual
property, is easy to understand, repeat and use in the
field seems to be incredibly difficult, since less than
10% of companies have managed to achieve it.

Which begs the question: why do sales process
implementations continue to fail? There are many
reasons. For starters: in order for a sales process to
work in practice, it needs to go beyond a generic
checklist of roughly what to do approximately when.
In addition, it needs to be complemented with the
right tools to ensure execution  which is what sales
playbooks are all about.

The devil is in the details!

In order to be effective, each step in each phase of
your process needs to be able to answer the
additional questions of why, how and with whom.
Let’s take needs analysis as an example. A basic sales
process would list the “what” and the “when” – in this
scenario, needs analysis might simply be the third
step in the first phase. A good sales process will
explain why a needs analysis has to be conducted at
this particular time before moving further. It will also
explain how one goes about conducting it – including
which tools that are to be utilized (whether
questions/templates or other systems) and which
best practices that need to be followed. It would also
confirm which customer contacts and internal
resources the sales person needs to involve in the
process. The devil is in the details!

If we look at sports, playbooks and plays are long
established concepts. Depending on a number of in
game parameters and circumstances, coaches select
the play that is believed to have the highest chance
of producing a desired outcome. 

Going back to your list of prioritized opportunities
for Q4: each of them may very well have different in

game scenarios. While your established sales process
may be applicable to the majority of deals, certain
situations require a different play – a customized
deal level strategy. In order for your sales people to
execute the play, it needs to be designed to ensure
they know what to do when, how and with whom. 

In other words  your playbook provides a way to
standardize slight deviations; the best practices for
different types of deal scenarios. Think of your sales
process as the standard operating procedure for
opportunity management. Playbooks act as a
complement to the process; the relevant play is
applied to specific deal level scenarios by either
removing or adding steps to the already established
sales process. 

Certain opportunities may involve a complex
combination of products and services. In this
scenario, a project manager may need to be involved
earlier in the process than normal. If you are facing a
particular competitor in a particular vertical, you may
have very specific advice for how your sales people
should communicate around the value your solutions
will add. 

Whenever an opportunity meets the criteria
established for an identified deal scenario, the
relevant play should be applied. Playbooks are meant
to provide your sales people with the steps, tools,
content and resources needed to proceed and
execute – regardless of the opportunity
circumstances. To take it one step further and
automate this workflow, technology needs to be
leveraged.

To make sure you finish the year strong, prioritize
the opportunities and design the plays that produce
the highest chance of reaching your desired
outcome. Coach your sales people on how to
execute the deal level strategies devised. 

Start building your playbooks today –let’s end Q4
better and build the sales structure to blow next
year’s targets out of the water!                                    n

George Brontén is the CEO and Founder of
Membrain. Find out more by visiting here
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Take this test and see if you still think they
really trust you.

1.   Do you get a lot of leads from customer
referrals? 

2.   Do the people you encounter in the sales
process always introduce you to the real
decisionmakers?

3.   Do customers perceive you as a thought leader?
4.   Do customers say that you are good at helping

them define what they really need? 
5.   Do customers use your presentations to

communicate internally with decisionmakers? 
6.   Are your value propositions tailored to the goals

and decision criteria of the different roles in the
Buying Centre? 

7.   Do customers open up and talk to you about
their personal goals? 

8.   Do you bring the best people to work on an
opportunity and do they come across as a well
coordinated team?

9.   Does the handover of information from sales to
the delivery team ensure a clear understanding
of the value promised? 

10. When you ask for feedback after a win do
customers say that your sales approach set you
apart from the competition?

Let’s go through the questions and your answers
and see if your customers really do trust you and
what you can do about it if they don’t.

Do you get a lot of leads from customer referrals? 
If you do, congratulations, this is a clear indicator
that they trust you enough to risk their own
reputation by recommending you. Whatever you are
doing, keep doing it. If you are not getting enough
recommendations it might be that you are just not
asking at the right time and in the right way. 

Do the people you encounter in the sales process
always introduce you to the real decisionmakers?
If they do, good work. You need those links into the
rest of the Buying Centre to get the sales process
under control. If not, you need to reflect on the way
you prepare and conduct customer meetings, and
develop your contacts into Coaches. 

Do customers perceive you as a thought leader?
By creating and distributing content that is helpful,
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Of course your customers
trust you. Don’t they?
Trust is the single most
important part of the

relationship between a Sales Person
and the customer. 

Do Your Customers
Trust You?



Phil Kreindler

useful and answers the frustrations and challenges
your customers have, the probability is much higher
that prospects will contact you when they have a
concrete need. By providing helpful information to
existing customers, you stay on their radar screen
and show that you care. 

Do customers say that you are good at helping
them define what they really need?
If customers are prepared to listen when you
suggest they are asking for the wrong thing then
they clearly respect and trust you. This requires
strong subject matter and industry expertise, as well
as consultative skills. If you only respond to what
customers say they need, you are not fulfilling an
important expectation of vendor salespeople. 

Do customers use your presentations to
communicate internally with decisionmakers? 
If they do then you are doing a great job. These days
many more people are involved in decision making.
And increasingly Procurement is more about internal
selling than buying. When the information you
provide is used for internal communication, you
reach out indirectly to the members of the Buying
Centre you cannot get to in person.

Are your value propositions tailored to the goals
and decision criteria of the different roles in the
Buying Centre?
If your customer has given you access to people in
the Buying Centre that shows trust. If you fail to
understand the needs and provide good value
propositions for all those people you are diminishing
that trust and wasting their time. You have to do the
work to create those value propositions and ensure
that they are experienced.

Do customers open up and talk to you about their
personal interests? 
People buy from people and the ultimate sign of
trust is that the conversation goes beyond business. 

Do you bring the best people to work on an
opportunity and do they come across as a well
coordinated team?
If you don’t put the best team on the opportunity
why are you going after it at all? And imagine this
scenario; your contact has arranged for your team to
meet some key decision makers. The decision
makers start asking questions and your team don’t
have the answers. How do you think that makes
your contact feel? 

Does the handover of information from sales to
the delivery team ensure a clear understanding of
the value promised?
If you have a clear and effective process for handing
over from Sales to delivery then you will retain and
build on the trust you earned that led the customer
to accept your proposal. Keeping in touch during
implementation and sorting out any problems that
arise will earn trust just at the moment you are likely
to ask for a recommendation. As I’ve said often
before Happy Customers are repeat customers.

When you ask for feedback after a win do
customers say that your sales approach set you
apart from the competition?
Done well, asking for feedback shows confidence
and allows the customer to open up to you. You
want to hear things like “I felt well understood” or
“You showed us what makes you different”. You
learn important things about the way you sell and
strengthen the relationship.

Trust builds sales
If you were able to give a positive answer to all or
most of the questions above I am pretty certain that
you have lots of Coaches and are making your
numbers. If not, you need to look hard at the way
you sell. n

Phil Kreindler is the CEO and Founder of
Infoteam. Find out more by visiting here
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As a salesperson to a new company, it’s
difficult to know which discipline has more
vendor or product selection power than

others. And, it may appear that your main contact
has the organizational power to decide the outcome
of a vendor selection, but most likely they do not
hold sole power. 

Each organizational discipline has powerful
advisors behind the scenes: the whisperers.
Whisperers have many names. Some people call
them stakeholders, or influencers. Whisperers
covertly lean on perceived decision makers, and can

affect the outcome of a purchase without anyone
outside the company even knowing they are part of
the decision making process. 

Whisperers choose to not make it known that
they have a significant say in the purchasing
decision. Therefore, the salesperson must always be
aware of the folks residing on the outskirts of the
buying process. Most times they will not see or meet
the whisperer, and if they do, the whisperer certainly
doesn’t come right out and say, “Hi, my name is Joe,
and I am a whisperer on this project.” On the
contrary, they may slip into a meeting or product
presentation casually late enough to miss the
introductions, sit in the back row, and leave so
quickly afterwards that the salesperson never really
gets a chance to shake their hand. 

Sometimes a whisperer is easy to identify. When
they talk, no one in the customer’s organization
disagrees with their opinion. However, some
whisperers are not so easy to pinpoint. Maybe it’s
the quiet one; the one not looking for vendor
respect or recognition. Or, they can be someone you
didn’t even think about. 

Let’s say a trucking company is looking to
purchase new vehicles. A walk around their lot

Purchasing a large project
is rarely decided by one
person. The evaluation
and decision making

process is almost always the effort of a
team of representatives from different
disciplines within the customer’s
organization; e.g. finance, IT,
engineering, and manufacturing. 
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Sales Intelligence: 
Identifying the Whisperer  



Timo Äijö 

confirms that the company owns 35 Big Brand
trucks. Due to a lack of resources, the maintenance
department works a lot of overtime keeping the fleet
in good condition. The maintenance supervisor may
lean heavily on the project team to persuade them
to buy only Big Brand. His reasoning is that the
mechanics already know how to service Big Brand
trucks and won’t need additional training. They also
keep an inventory of spare parts for Big Brand.
Buying a new brand means buying and stocking
additional spare parts, and probably training.
“Whose budget will pay for it?” he asks, “Not mine.” 

In this situation, the maintenance supervisor
wields influence over the perceived decision makers
with the fear of recurring unknown future costs
(additional labor, training, and spare parts) versus a
fixed onetime truck purchase cost. If you are selling
a different brand vehicle, you need to know this so
you can effectively address these issues in your bid.
Otherwise, you may find yourself back at your desk
wondering how on earth you lost the sale. 

It’s all about positive cash flow, and cash flow is
affected by many variables. In the case above, a few
things can happen. 

You don’t know about the maintenance
whisperer, and head into the bidding process with
the lowest price and the best service, and still lose
the sale.  

You probe the customer organization, ask the
right questions, and find out about the maintenance
supervisor’s objections to buying your product.
Since you know about him, you are able to respond
appropriately before you lose the sale. Maybe your
company will offer spare parts on consignment, or
establish a spare parts inventory close by, or take a
onetime hit on training the customer’s maintenance
personnel. (Remember, there’s probably a finance or
purchasing whisperer whose main priority is cost. If
you can offer a fantastic deal including service and
training and still come in under the competitor’s
price you have a good chance of turning this
whisperer in your favor.) 

 I once visited a large European truck

manufacturing unit where we were quoting a highly
automated production line. We had three brand
name robots in stock, and our installation personnel
had already been trained. Our quote reflected this,
and I had a good feeling we could win the project
based on price. Later, I was walking through the
customer’s plant and discovered that they were
using the same brand of robot throughout the plant,
and it was different than the brand we had quoted.
A conversation with the head of production did,
indeed, confirm that they only used one kind. “And,”
he added, “we will not buy anything else.” He went
on to tell me how the robot supplier was integrated
into their plant and had been contracted to provide
onsite maintenance services, and I realized that I had
found one of the biggest whisperers on this project.
Luckily, it wasn’t too late to change the robot
manufacturer in our quote, and we did land the sale.

 A salesperson should try to identify as many
whisperers as early on as possible. Map out the
customer organization. One of your first questions
should be, “Which departments will be involved in
the product selection?” Then, do your homework
and find out who the powers behind the curtain are.
Ask a lot of wellplaced questions so you know
which features or components of the sale are
important to each one – delivery is probably
important to the manufacturing whisperer and price
may be the main motivator for a finance or
purchasing whisperer. Make sure your quote
answers those needs. Finally, find out their position
on each supplier, and do your best to influence them
to not be against your product or company. 

Every time a salesperson works with a customer,
it’s a safe bet to assume there are whisperers. The
bigger and more significant a project, the more
whisperers there are, and not all of them are
motivated by the same issues.                                     n

Timo Äijö is a sales risk management expert,
and author of “Sales Intelligence: A Smarter

Way to Sell.” Find out more here
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Why? Because Buyers don’t have time or
patience for sellers’ selfserving Socratic
questions. Buyers don’t want to be sold

and resist sharing information that overtly sets up the
sale. Buyers don’t see value in the recycled questions
every seller pulls out of the same old playbook.  

That wellworn playbook prescribes that sellers
ask questions to:

l  understand the background and current state of
the buyer,

Ex: How much overtime are you averaging each
month on the production line?

l  probe the buyer’s known needs and to dig up
latent needs, 
Ex: What is your target for first quarter expense
reductions on the production line? 

l  spotlight risks and consequences of inaction, 
Ex: What happens if you don’t meet or exceed those
targets for expense reduction?

l  magnify the urgency and impact of adopting a
new solution,  
Ex: If you don’t act soon and get those savings in the
first month, how much more intense will the pressure
be in February and March? 

l  build buyer desire by showcasing potential
benefits with a new solution.  
Ex: If you did achieve those expense reductions, what
would that mean to your career? 

Following the playbook takes more time than buyers
want to spend on Q&A, especially when questions
seem aimless or endless (as they so often do with
sellers who aren’t purposeful in crafting their
questions). When sellers ask formulaic questions they
confirm buyers’ beliefs that all sellers are the same.
For buyers, these kinds of questions are value
subtracting, not valueadding. For sellers, these kinds
of questions diminish differentiation and buyer trust.   

As a result, sellers frequently choose to leapfrog
over the needs assessment portion of the sales
process. Instead, they make assumptions about
customer needs. Even when assumptions are
accurate, these sellers lose sales. That’s because
buyers need to figure out, declare and take
responsibility for their needs. A solid needs
assessment facilitates buyer awareness and the
buyer’s progression toward action. But sellers who
sense buyer disdain for the needs assessment
interview rationalize that no assessment will be more
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It’s time to transform the
hackneyed needs
assessment interview
into a rich, engaging two-

way dialogue with buyers. 

The Need
for an All New Needs
Assessment  



Deb Calvert

efficient and more acceptable to the buyer. So…   
Old school assessment no longer works. 
Skipping the assessment doesn’t work. 
Transforming the needs assessment is the only

viable alternative. 
Organizational development guru Edgar Schein

succinctly describes the desirable alternative this
way. “Sales conversations need to move from
diagnostic to dialogic.” Let’s break it down to
understand the difference.

For decades, we’ve all been conducting diagnostic
interviews during the needs assessment phase of our
sales processes. We’ve become like the stereotypical
physician who gives the patient a cursory glance, asks
a few questions about symptoms, and swiftly writes a
prescription. As a patient, this feels impersonal, one
sided, and unsatisfactory… especially since we’ve
done our online research before the appointment and
have questions and concerns beyond what the
doctor is focusing on.

As patients, we want to have meaningful dialogues
with our doctors. We are looking for an exchange of
ideas, opinions, and thoughts. We want to be
involved in and consulted about our own care. We’re
seeking professional advice, but we’re empowered
enough to challenge it and want to understand what’s
being done and why… along with all the alternatives. 

Our buyers are no different. They resent the
cookie cutter diagnostic interview that produces a
clinical solution. According to Forrester, only 19% of
buyers say that time spent with sellers is valuable.
Buyers say it’s a waste of time to meet with a seller
who can’t or won’t do more than write a generic
prescription.        

The dialogic conversation is different. Its hallmark
is the full and equal engagement of both parties. In a
dialogic conversation, the seller asks questions to:

l  engage the buyer in brainstorming about possible
solutions, 
Ex: What have your competitors been doing to trim
expenses? 

l  cocreate insights with the buyer (instead of the
seller delivering his or her own insights), 
Ex: What are some of the positive influences on
productivity you’ve experienced before? 

l  make the buyer think and to look at the situation
in new ways,
Ex: Give me a comparison. What do your employee
engagement surveys reveal about the productivity
levels of your most satisfied and least satisfied crews?

l  ascertain (and help the buyer determine) what is
of the greatest value at this time,  
Ex: What matters most to you about this situation
and why?

l  collaborate and get the buyer participating in
creating in what he or she wants.
Ex: Describe for me exactly what your ideal staffing
solution would include. 

Dialogic conversations are necessitated by the
emerging realities of what attracts buyers. In “The
Future of Competition,” CK Prahalad and V
Ramaswarmy wrote these prophetic words:
“Consumers will migrate to businesses that allow
them to be participants in creating what they want.”

Diagnostic needs assessments deny buyers the
opportunity to participate in creating what they want.
The diagnostic interview forces a buyer to take a
passive role. 

To get buyers to migrate to you, make space for
them in the needs assessment conversation. Think of
yourself as a leader, inspiring and challenging buyers
with thoughtprovoking questions and enabling their
active participation in creating what they want.  

Facilitating this conversation as a leader would
differentiates you from other sellers. And that’s what
it takes to make more sales.                                            n

Deb Calvert is President of People First
Productivity Solutions. Find out more here
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In its simplest form, the martini glassshaped sales
funnel demonstrates the logic that the more leads
you acquire, the more deals you will land. Sure,

this is rational and true, but is it the smartest way to
think about acquiring leads? What if the traditional
funnel was shaped more like champagne glass,
suggesting you could acquire less leads, yet land as
many, if not more, wins? 

By changing the sales funnel to a champagne flute
shape, we are suggesting sales teams spend less time
generating demand, and more time capturing and
shaping it — engaging qualified leads instead of
quantity leads. By taking the time to seek qualified
leads within target market segments and accounts
(champagne flute), instead of chasing a large quantity
of unqualified leads from both target and nontarget
market segments (martini glass), you can actually
reach your goals more quickly and waste less time
with leads that are unlikely to convert. 

To be clear, for any sales managers reading this, the
argument is not that a large quantity of leads is

immaterial; rather, focusing so intently on quantity can
distract sales professionals from the real objective —
REVENUE PERFORMANCE.

Benefits of a ReShaped Funnel

The traditional model (martini glassshaped funnel) is
founded on sales professionals using a shotgun
approach — covering a wide area, getting as many
leads as possible. This approach is focused more on
the quantity of leads, instead of quality. Here they
may be seeking, let’s say, 100 leads, but because the
leads have not been strategically sought out and
selected due to their relevance, few will actually
result in closed deals.  

Instead, the reshaped funnel suggests sales
professionals invest the necessary time to target 10
qualified leads. This method requires them to be
prescriptive in the leads they choose, and spend
adequate time on the frontend understanding their
ideal buyer profile and buyer pains before engaging
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How to Reshape 
the Sales Funnel and Increase Wins

How many times have you seen the iconic sales funnel used in a
demonstration or sales training? I’m sure more than you can count. If
you are like most, this age-old diagram, and the sales psychology it
stands for, has molded your understanding of the sales process — it

certainly has impacted mine. 



Jay Mitchell

their lead. Yes, this method takes more time per lead,
but by being more strategic and dedicated in going
after the right leads, the win rates increase. 

Many sales leaders use set metrics to plan on a
specific number of deals, (example: you need 330
leads to win 28 deals). This strategy is inefficient. By
employing this approach we often force our sales
teams into a position of seeking out unqualified leads
because, if we are honest with ourselves, there may
not even be 330 companies that fit our buyer profile
in the assigned territory. Instead of relying upon
ratios, help your team identify and engage qualified
leads from the start. Engaging only those audiences
who align with your buyer profile saves your front
line sales team valuable time, as it is a role that
marketing and sales operations can partner.

Pursuing Quality Leads from the Start

Investing in quality leads might sound like a good
idea, but many teams are unsure of where to begin.
Most marketing and sales teams have habits and
leading practices they have been using for years to fill
their pipelines — cold calls, webinars, tradeshows and
the list goes on. Attempting new methods for finding
and engaging leads can be daunting and time
consuming — but remaining stagnant in your pursuit
of leads will hurt you over the long haul. Spending
more time upfront, preparing your team to engage
with the correct profiles, may be just what you need
to increase margins and increase sales productivity.

Correct Buyer Profile

One of the biggest mistakes sales and marketing
teams can make from the beginning is going after the
wrong buyers. Creating a buyer profile will set
strategic parameters and provide guidance for teams,
enabling them to apply their sales tactics in context
of their strategy and ideal buyer. Below are three
major components of a successful buyer profile:

1.    The audience must have fundamental problems

your solution addresses.
2.    The organization should have a problem that is

big and bad enough to address.
3.    The buying persona(s) you are engaging must

have the authority to take action.

For more information on buyer profiles, see my post:
Derailing the Deal, Part 1: Wrong Buyer Profile

Revenue Performance in Action

Let’s look at a realworld example of this approach: A
large manufacturer of peripheral technology
equipment found its win rates and average sales
price deteriorating to the point that they missed their
revenue targets for three straight years. Our team
worked with them to conduct a gotomarket
workshop in which they solidified their target profile,
identified the issues their ideal buyers were facing
and created the differentiated messaging their sales
channels needed to use to communicate a crisp,
concise and compelling value proposition. 

The organization later realized the following
gamechanging results:

l  Pipeline for field sales professionals increased
194% within two months of rollout; and

l  Yearoveryear bookings grew 76%.

ReShape to Win

While slowing down and taking a step back may
seem counterproductive, the time and resource
investment to reach quality leads has proven time
and time again to be a worthwhile practice. What
would it look like to reshape the sales funnel for
your team? Investing in quality over quantity leads
will change your daytoday, but more importantly, it
has the potential to increase your overall winrates.
Why not give it a try?                                                      n

Find out more about Jay Mitchell 
and Mereo here
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http://livehive.com/smartpath


http://yooba.com/landingpage/introduction-yooba-smpm/
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Featured Solution of the Month

http://www.fileboard.com
http://www.fileboard.com
http://www.fileboard.com/request-a-demo/
http://www.fileboard.com/products/fileboard-for-salesforce/


2015 Top Sales Academy
October 27th
Build Your Collaboration Playbook
presented by Babette Ten Haken

November 3rd
The Most Profitable ABC’s in Business, Ever!” 
by Bernadette McClelland

November 10th
How To Design a Sales Process That Drives Consistent Sales Performance
Henrik Öquist

November 17th
Sales Forecasting 101… Choosing the Right Framework
Jason Jordan

Sponsored by:

Register for Academy here

http://topsalesworld.com/topsalesacademy/registration/
http://livehive.com
http://timoaijo.com


This contest has been created to hail “the
heroes” of the sales and marketing space; to
laud those companies and individuals who have
gone that extra mile and who have had the
courage to pioneer, when others remained
wedded to the status quo.

This year’s finalists and medallists will be
chosen solely by our expert judging panel and
the results will announced exclusively in Top
Sales Magazine on December 22nd 2015.

The Timeline

September 28th  Nominations Invited
November 3rd Judging Panels Announced 
November 22nd Last Date For Nominations 
December 1st Finalists Announced
December 22nd Results Announced

You can check out all this year’s categories and
nominate your favorites HERE

2015 Top Sales & Marketing Awards

The annual Top Sales & Marketing Awards is now in its sixth year and has
established itself as an eagerly anticipated event in the “sales space calendar”

http://topsalesworld.com/topsalesawards/nominate/


Top Sales Article & Blog Post
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Are you missing the number because you suffer
from:

l  False differentiation  differentiation that is not
important to your marketplace or a false
presumption of superiority?

l  Uneconomic differentiation  differentiation that
customers are unwilling to pay for?

l  Unsustainable differentiation  differentiation
that is easily imitated?

Tough questions, for sure.

If you want to find out how to answer these mission
critical questions, click here and watch this episode
of SBI TV. This is an interview with Jim Wetekamp,
the CEO of BravoSolution, a leading provider of
software and service solutions that help
procurement professionals in the areas of spend
analysis, sourcing, and supplier performance
management.

By watching this episode you will learn how to
develop a highly differentiated corporate strategy
using SBI’s 8 Step Corporate Strategy ...

This Month’s Top Sales Article
Differentiation  Is Yours Real or False? 
by Greg Alexander

So I ask to see what they're doing now. Usually it
looks like this:

I'm checking in to see if anything has changed since we
last talked. I suspect you're probably busy.

If you have time in the upcoming week, I'd love to
chat. Let me know!

Big UGH! Boring, pathetic, deletable. 
With today's savvy buyers, we can't do that if we

want to be seen as a credible resource ... someone
actually worth talking to about important business
objectives. That's why we need another approach to
our sales strategy.

1.    Be Helpful
It sounds too easy. Not like a salesperson  who's
supposed to always be pitching. But honest to
goodness, it's what works.

For example, one of my clients sells a product
that significantly improves customer service. I
suggested that they send out an email as simple as
this:

When I read this article today on the Harvard
Business Review, I immediately thought of you.

It includes info on social media trends related to
customer service. https://hbr.org/2015/07/your
companyshouldbehelpingcustomersonsocial

Hope you find it interesting.

This Month’s Top Sales Blog Post
The Easiest Way to Keep in Touch Without
Harassing People by Jill Konrath

Read More

Read More

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/differentiation-yours-real-false-greg-alexander
http://www.jillkonrath.com/sales-blog/the-easiest-way-to-keep-in-touch
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Our 2015 Partners
Click on our Sponsors to find out what they can do for you.

If you would like to learn more about the benefits of becoming a TSW sponsor
and our existing Partner Program, please find details here.

Our Principal Sponsor is

http://www.avention.com/
http://corporatevisions.com/
http://www.fileboard.com
http://www.frontrow-solutions.com/
http://www.pgi.com/imeet/
http://www.infoteam-consulting.com/
http://www.knowledgetree.com/
http://livehive.com/
http://www.membrain.com/
http://www.mhiglobal.com/
http://www.mhiglobal.com/
http://mereo.co
http://www.objectivemanagement.com/
http://www.saleselement.com
http://www.seismic.com/
http://www.toplineleadership.com/
http://yooba.com
http://www.linkedin.com/cws/share?url=http://bit.ly/1xv9Jw2
https://plusone.google.com/_/+1/confirm?hl=en&url=http://bit.ly/1xv9Jw2
http://twitter.com/home/?status=Latest+top+#sales+magazine+out+today+get+your+copy+via+@TopSalesWorld+http://bit.ly/1xv9Jw2
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=http://bit.ly/1xv9Jw2
http://topsalesworld.com/advertise/

