
Has Relationship Selling Died?
 

The small business owner struggles with finding the best sales strategies for the company.  In my last 
column, I shared the “challenger sale” which basically said that relationship selling is dead.  The author 
of this idea asserts that the Internet changed the way that customers buy and that most products and 
services are commodities, which are sold for the lowest price which is a result of the amount of 
information that customers can find on their own.  I hinted that I would share my thoughts about this.  
So here goes.

 

There is no doubt that the marketing and sales environment has dramatically changed and the small 
business owner must take this into consideration when implementing the company’s sales and 
marketing plan.  Although I disagree with the asserted conclusion of the challenger sale book, I 
compliment the author’s raising of some very key issues that have practical importance for the small 
business.

 

Obviously, the type of business will dictate the emphasis of one sales strategy over another.  But there 
are very few businesses that can afford to ignore the importance of developing the “relationship” with 
clients and customers.  There are no absolutes in selling.  But, you need to build a relationship. Yes you 
need to be a consultant and you need the right offer at the right price, you need to meet the right buyer 
at the right time. There is no easy way. You need to narrow the field of likely prospects, present your 
message continually so that you are in the game at decision time, you need good product knowledge 
and you need to do it all while continuing to build rapport. Anything short of this is an order taker not a 
salesperson. Selling is not about persuading someone to buy something they don't need or want it is 
about providing a solution to a problem.

 

Maybe the thinking about relationship selling needs to go through some change.  Maybe combining the 
relationship selling with value added, authentic business relationship building not based mainly on 
transaction.  I cannot quantify it but my observation with SCORE client business owners is that many 
do not realize that it takes more contacts with prospects to develop that trust relationship than it did 
before (it used to be 3-5 contacts and now is 7-20+ contacts) so most people are trying different 
methods on "getting" customers, but in essence not investing enough "people" time and not remaining 
persistent long enough.

 

I feel badly for the small businesses that try to sell their products or services only through features and 
benefits. They think that hard sales tactics like cold calling or deep price discounting actually still 
works and are a solid way to build their business. They keep trying to sell to the same old prospects 
until they become so unresponsive that they are lost on how to find additional business.

 

In fact, trying to sell to prospects only breaks down our confidence and make us feel bad about our 
company. When a prospect says no to our product or service, we think they are saying no to us 
personally. We hate it. 

 



I remember a formula that I learned a long time ago from the Sandler Selling Systems.  It said that 
customers buy when: 1. They are in pain and 2. They have the money to solve that pain.

As a small business owner, the first task is to be able to describe the pain that your company solves and 
identify who has the money to solve that pain. In fact, this should be practiced as your “elevator 
speech."

 

Relationships are the key to growing your company and can bring sales to you almost effortlessly. This 
is because we actually can’t sell anything to anyone. We just need to be there when people are ready to 
buy. This is why consistent marketing is so important. You need to continually remind people what you 
do and how you help others. When they have a problem you can solve (and the money to solve it), they 
will naturally buy from you. They may even know someone else that has the same pain and make a 
connection.

 

Don't waste your time by chasing the people that long ago decided not to buy from you. These are the 
same people that have stopped returning your phone calls or e-mail inquiries months ago. Remember, 
every prospect needs to continually qualify themselves for it to be worth your time in the sales process. 
As a result, the only way to grow your company over the long term is to keep investing in building 
trusted relationships. This is done by implementing a systematic method for "staying in touch" with 
people over a long period of time.

 

I suggest a variety of approaches:

1. Use a CRM software such as SageAct, SalesForce, or Goldmine to know when to periodically 
contact people (monthly or quarterly). 

2. Consistently reach out to people through phone, e-mail or a snail mail system such as 
SendOutCards.  This is done not by selling them anything, but by giving them something of value they 
can use in their business. This can be a person they should meet, a lead, a resource article or a helpful 
website.

3.Use social media or a blog. They will think of you for an instant and remember the value you bring.
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