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Focus, the Hidden Driver of Excellence 
Why do some people seem to achieve more in life than others? What is it that separates top 
performers or world-class performers from the rank-and-file of the mediocre? Hello everyone, 
this is Steve Clark and I want to welcome you to another Inner Circle Coaching Call. Today we 
are going to delve into that subject in some great detail. We are going to be talking about Focus, 
the Hidden Driver of Excellence. And as we talk about this whole idea of excellence and we take 
a look at that, it is really important to have a little background information. And to do that, we 
need to spend a little bit of time really talking about the brain and brain function. And it is 
important that you understand that, to have a little bit of background, frame of reference for this 
whole session. So not to turn you into some neuroscientist of sorts, but it is important that you 
have a little bit of background so that you can kind of understand the depth of what we’re going 
to talk about. So again, if you are taking notes, and of course you will get this as a recording, the 
title of what we are going to be discussing here – Focus, the Hidden Driver of Excellence. 

Any discussion of excellence in what we are discussing today brings us to talking about the 
brain. And I am going to give you a very cursory fundamental overview of brain. If you want to 
dive down into this sort of stuff, if you are really excited about learning more about it, there is 
plenty to study. But what I am pulling from here is I am pulling from the field of neuroscience, 
and I am always interested in how and what neuroscientists are learning as it relates to the brain, 
and particularly how it relates to human performance. So when we look at the brain, what we 
have to do is we have to take a look at the two parts of the brain. The brain is awfully 
complicated for sure, I mean there is a lot there. But I am going to boil it down into a couple of 
the basic parts of the brain. And you guys have sort of heard this maybe before little bit, but you 
may not have heard everything that we are going to talk about. So essentially we have what 
neuroscientists refer to as the top down brain and the bottom up brain. Now the top down brain 
can be thought of to be the conscious or the new brain from an evolutionary standpoint in terms 
of how brain function has been developed. The bottom up brain is the unconscious part of our 
brain or the lizard, what some people refer to as the lizard brain. 

Now anatomically the bottom up brain resides at the base of the spinal column. And from a 
developmental standpoint, that is developed first in a human being. And from an evolutionary 
standpoint, it was developed long before the upper brain, the neocortex, the part that we normally 
think about being the brain. When you see a picture of the brain, you see something that looks 
like some gray matter and that is the neocortex or the new brain. And the other part of the brain, 
people hardly ever show or talk about. So we have got two parts of the brain. Now both of them 
control what we do. The bottom down brain or the lizard or unconscious brain works 24 hours a 
day, seven days a week, 365 days a year from the moment we are conceived until the day we die. 
So it never sleeps, it is on guard all the time is constantly on. And it is running in the 
background. It is sort of like a computer, the program is running in the background and you are 
not aware of it, yet it controls probably 95% of everything we do. Some neuroscientists say it 
controls 100% of all our behavior. And the conscious brain or the new brain or the thinking brain 



works not all the time like the unconscious brain. Obviously when we are sleeping the conscious 
brain doesn’t work, it goes to sleep. But the bottom up or unconscious brain works when we’re 
asleep. So it never turns off. 

So, as we go through this, keep that in mind about those two basic kinds of functions. Now 
obviously, the brain is a whole lot more complicated than that, but we have learned more about 
the human brain and behavior and human performance in the last 10 years then we have learned 
in the last 10,000 years. And daily there are discoveries being made about the brain. 

We are going to use that sort of as our frame of reference as we go through this. So let’s talk 
again about the bottom up brain, give you a little bit more insight into that just so that you have a 
good grasp before I jump into the little more in depth kinds of things. So the bottom up brain 
characteristics of it would be it is evolutionary, from an evolutionary standpoint it is older, it’s 
unconscious, it has a faster operating speed, it reacts a lot more. In fact, it reacts, the bottom up 
brain reacts many times before the conscious brain is even aware that it is actually acting. And 
here is an example of that: you walk outside your door and you see something that looks like a 
snake, and before you can even recognize that it is not a snake, it’s actually just a stick, what you 
have done is you have jumped 2 feet. Now what made you jump 2 feet was your unconscious 
brain that it registered that it was a snake. But it had that thought before you were able to 
consciously process that information and realize, hey, it was not harmful, it was only a stick. But 
by that time, you have already jumped 2 feet. So that is how the bottom up brain works at a faster 
speed than does the top down brain. And there are many, many activities in our life that we do 
daily, 95% of them that that sort of thing happens. We react without even consciously being 
aware that we reacted. It is involuntary. The bottom up brain is completely involuntary as in you 
are jumping when you thought you saw a snake. That was a completely involuntary response. 
And there are all kinds of other things that we do that would fall into the same category. The 
bottom up brain is intuitive. It is impulse driven. It tends to be driven by emotions. The bottom 
up brain is where our emotions reside. And it controls our habits and it basically operates from a 
short-term perspective. It is not a long-term thing. It is only works short-term. 

Essentially, the bottom up brain was what has kept us, as a species, alive. Without having a 
highly developed bottom-up brain or unconscious lizard brain, we would probably not be here 
and our ancestors would not have lived to ensure that we are here at this point. By contrast, the 
top down or conscious rational thinking brain runs at a slower processing speed, it is always 
running behind the bottom-up brain. It is voluntary. It can choose to engage. You can choose to 
engage your conscious thought or you can choose to daydream and check out. The conscious 
brain, the top down brain, anytime it is engaged it requires an effort. Think about learning a new 
computer program. That requires the conscious brain’s attention. And when you think about 
learning a new computer program or a new skill of any sort, what happens is it requires 
tremendous effort to stay focused and think about what it is you are trying to learn, whatever that 
skill happens to be. The top down brain also is where self-control resides and self-control is a 
conscious thing, it is not an unconscious thing. Unconsciously, we have no self-control, but the 
top down brain is where our self-control resides. It is a rational thinking part of us. It is where we 
analyze and rationalize and think and process, make choices consciously and things like that. It 



tends to be the place that controls our impulses to the point of overruling the bottom-up 
unconscious brain. When there is an impulse to reach for another slice of pie unconsciously, the 
top down brain jumps in and says, hey, that’s not a good thing. You have already had two slices. 
A third slices not really going to be good for you. So in that case, it controls impulses. It is also 
the part of the brain for planning and learning new things takes place. All learning of new skills 
requires the top down brain’s engagement in order for that skill to be acquired. Now once that 
skill is required and becomes an automatic rote type of thing, it migrates from the top down brain 
to the bottom-up brain and becomes an automatic behavior. An example of that would be 
learning to drive a car. When you first learned to drive a car, particularly if you learned to drive a 
manual transmission, when you first learn to drive a manual transmission it took great conscious 
thought to figure out what to do with both feet and the gearshift. After 1,000 hours of driving a 
manual transmission, you no longer have to think about that, you can work the clutch and the 
break and work the stick shift and you could do all that while you were in the middle of traffic 
and drink a cup of coffee and be listening to the radio at the same time and basically running on 
autopilot. And that is because that skill has been so completely developed and learned that has 
now been handed off to the bottom-up brain, which makes that behavior an unconscious kind of 
thing. And the unconscious brain requires less energy to operate than does the conscious brain. 
That is why when you are trying to learn something new at the conscious level, literally 
sometimes you might have a headache, but you certainly feel exhausted because your brain is 
really having to consume lots of energy to learn this new thing you are trying to learn. So those 
are the basic differences between the top down brain and the bottom-up brain. Now both of them 
work and we need both of them, obviously, to function daily. However, at times they are at odds 
with each other and don’t work in our favor.  

So let me kind of move point here which is what does it take to master something and to become 
an excellent practitioner at whatever it is you may want to engage in? So you probably have 
heard somewhere along the way that it takes 10,000 hours to become an expert at anything. And 
while that does have some truth to it, you know, Malcolm Gladwell wrote in the book The 
Outliers that 10,000 hours, if you put in 10,000 hours of practice at anything you would be 
world-class. Well, that is only half true because if you put in 10,000 hours of imperfect practice, 
then all you are going to be is 10,000 hours older and have perfected an imperfect skill. So 
really, the practice has to be perfect practice if the skill is going to be executed perfectly. So in 
the case of being a golfer, if you go out and hack away on the golf course, and you’re a duffer 
and you just go out and continue to hack away and you do it for years, then all you are, you are 
still a duffer, you’re not any better than you were before you started to speak of because you’re 
practicing the lousy techniques over and over again. And no amount of practicing lousy 
techniques is going to make the technique better. The only thing that is going to make the 
technique better is practicing good technique, and that usually requires somebody as a coach to 
sit there and observe you and give you feedback. So that is a bit of a myth there about the 10,000 
hours. Now it does obviously take practice, but just practice by itself is not what makes 
somebody better. The real key in all of this is really focusing in on the skill to be developed and 
making a plan and having an idea of exactly what you need to do to improve. 



I will tell you a story and give you example here that kind of catches this in the right kind of 
way. You probably are familiar with the Iditarod dog sled race in Alaska. It is a grueling, 1,100 
mile race that these mushers take about two weeks to complete and they run these dog sleds 
about 100 miles a day, they have various checkpoints daily that they have to check in and there 
are requirements for the dogs to rest and the teams to rest. And generally the way that that was 
run was that mushers would run their dogs for 12 hours and then they would take a 12 hour 
break. Well years ago there was a woman, Susan Butcher, who was a veterinary technician, and 
she won the Iditarod on four different occasions. And what she did was she completely change 
that routine and being a vet tech he saw herself sort of as a coach of world class athletes, which 
were dogs. And so she developed a routine of practicing her dogs to run in four to six hour 
blocks and then taking four to six hour breaks. So she would run her dogs for 24 hours but they 
would run four to six hours and then they would rest four to six hours and then they would repeat 
the process. Well everybody thought she was nuts about that. All the mushers, all the macho 
guys thought she was crazy and would never win the race doing that. But she realizes, being a 
vet tech, that that was something that probably made a lot of sense to do. So she implemented 
that process. After she won it four times, they began to believe her and I think today that is a 
fairly well accepted sort of strategy from a lot of the mushers to not just run all out, which has an 
interesting bearing as we come back in a minute we will talk about that. We would talk about 
how the human being probably only has about four to six hours’ worth of good work in them in 
any given 24 hour period of time.  

So the key to what she did was developing a very self-disciplined structure of how she went 
about doing it. You can imagine the logistical detailed planning it takes to run a race like that. I 
mean, you’ve got no help out there. You’ve got to carry your own supplies, you got to carry one 
pound per day per dog for dog food, although there is food cached at various checkpoints along 
the way. If you get in a blizzard and you are stranded, you still have to have enough dog food for 
your dogs. You have to have repair kits in case something breaks on the sled. I mean just all 
kinds of stuff out there. So it requires a tremendous amount of self-discipline and then it required 
an awful lot of focus in order for her to be successful. One of the other mushers remarked after 
she had won it four times, he said, the thing that makes her different is her self-discipline and her 
ability to focus in and completely stay focused during the entire process. And that is sort of 
where we are headed with this, is that is the same sort of thing it takes for anyone to be world-
class and to really, really be good at their craft. 

As we move forward here and look at the application here, I want to give you basically a quote 
from the book entitled Focus by Daniel Goleman. If you want to read more about that, he’s 
written a book called Focus, the Hidden Driver of Excellence, where a lot of this stuff comes 
from. So the guy that Gladwell quoted in Outliers, one of the guys he quoted is a PhD by the 
name of Anders Ericson from Florida State. And in that book, Ericson is quoted as saying, “You 
don’t get benefits from mechanical repetition, but by adjusting your execution over and over to 
get closer to your goal. You have to tweak the system by pushing.” Now let me kind of elaborate 
on that a little bit. Particularly in learning this sales training, someone does not get better by 
mindless rote repetition of trying to learn what it is that we teach or what anybody else teaches. 
What happens and what Ericson is saying here is, yes, there has got to be repetition, but 



repetition only works when you execute something, practice something, and then get feedback 
about that particular activity and then tweak what it is you are doing so that on the next repetition 
you are actually improving on that particular area. In order for you to get feedback, when you are 
practicing and learning a new skill, there needs to be a feedback mechanism so that you are able 
to get feedback to figure out and to know how well you are executing that or where the flaw may 
be in your execution. That is one of the reasons that in a dance studio they have mirrors, so that 
the dancers in a dance studio can actually see themselves in real time as they are executing the 
dance steps.  

And what we are doing and what athletic teams do and world-class athletes and others is that 
they have coaches. And coaches observe the practice and then coaches stop the practice and go 
over and say, “No, hold your arm, you know, you are bringing the ball up not high enough. You 
need to bring the ball up so that is almost behind your ear before you let it go.” So it is that sort 
of feedback loop that someone gets from practicing a skill. Now the interesting part of all that is, 
with the proper attention and the proper coaching, this skill acquisition time that it takes can be 
compressed. You can compress the time that it takes to learn a new skill when you have expert 
teaching, coaching, mentoring from someone who can give you feedback on what it is you are 
doing. Truth of the matter is, there is not a single one of us that is objective, that can be totally 
objective about the effectiveness of the practice that we are engaged in. We have too many 
things that are going on in our head to see with complete objectivity whether or not what we are 
practicing is exactly the way that we should be practicing it. So that is really about kind of what 
that quote is about.  

Now there is something called smart practice, and there are several points here about that. The 
first one, and I have already touched on this a bit, smart practice says that hours by themselves 
are not enough, especially if your practice is flawed. Another thing about smart practice is that 
the deliberate or conscious practice with a mentor or coach who is able to critique and provide 
feedback over a period of time of months or years. So smart practice, people who have coaches, 
world class athletes who have coaches, realize the importance of having their technique critiqued 
constantly and getting feedback from someone. And they realize that that is not a short-term 
process, that that process is ongoing and it takes either months or years for them to work on a 
particular skill that they’re working on. Now all of this practice is done at the conscious level or 
the top down level. Now learning a new skill requires a tremendous amount of conscious focus 
to work on a part of someone’s skill development. I’ll take golf as an example. You know, if you 
are a golfer, if anybody on this call is a golfer you know that in a golf bag there are typically 14 
clubs. And in that bag there are drivers, there are long irons and short irons and pitching wedges 
or sand trap wedge, and then you’ve got a putter. So if you look at golf, someone can be a great 
driver but a lousy putter. Well that probably is gonna affect their game obviously. So if you want 
to be a great golfer, you have got to work on your driving, your long iron game, your short iron 
game and your putting as well as your pitching game and maybe getting out of the sand trap. So 
there is a lot to work on to become a golfer.  

When a golfer goes out to practice, they typically don’t try and practice all of those things on the 
same day. They may be just practicing today on their driver. They are going to the driving range 



and they’re just practicing off the tee. And they’ve got their coach there who is observing their 
swing. Well they may practice that. They may hit 1,000 golf balls off the tee, working on their 
driving. Well, the next day maybe they go out and they work on their short iron game. You 
know, their 7, 8, 9 iron game, and that is all they do is work on that part of it. But when they’re 
doing that, they are consciously working on one aspect of improving their skill. Now assuming 
they are doing the proper execution of that practice, then with enough repetition, that skill 
migrates from conscious to unconscious and they develop what is called muscle memory and 
they can execute it without having conscious thought. Now if you have ever played golf, and you 
are thinking to yourself when you are taking the club backwards on your back swing, if you are 
thinking to yourself, hold my elbow in, I need to hold my elbow in, if you’re consciously 
thinking that way when you are trying to hit the golf ball, chances are you are not going to hit the 
golf ball very well. While in selling, here is how that works. When you were talking to a 
prospect and you are in the middle of a sales process, if you have got to think about what it is 
that you have to say next instead of having learned it so well that you don’t have to think about 
it, you can just respond then what happens is you are having to think about what to do next and 
you are missing a lot of things that are going on because your conscious thought is focused 
somewhere else, it is not focused on the moment that you are in. So people ask me all the time, 
they say, how do you have any answer for everything? How do you have a response to anything 
anybody says? Well the answer to that is I have got about 10,000 hours’ worth of practice. I have 
been doing this, I have been teaching what I am teaching right now since 1996 and I have done it 
thousands of times. So when someone makes a comment to me, it is just automatic. I no longer 
have to think about anything. Now it wasn’t like that in the beginning. In the beginning, I 
stumbled all over myself and I got tongue-tied and so forth. But over a period of time, I learned 
how to react, not even respond. It is just total unconscious reaction at this point. I no longer have 
to think about it, it is been a long time that I had to consciously think about what to say. The 
same thing happens in learning how to sell as it does in learning anything. 

So where that leads you in this whole process, as you’re thinking about selling, is there is 
constantly in this New School Selling process that you’re involved in, there’s a whole bunch of 
stuff to learn. And in the beginning, you have to put a lot of energy and thought and 
consciousness into it and it can be very exhausting and it can be frustrating and it can be 
overwhelming and it probably is all of those things, as you’re learning it. But that is absolutely 
true of any skill that you’re learning, not just what we are teaching here. And most people aren’t 
willing to devote the conscious attention to what it takes to become really skilled at anything. On 
an average, when people pick up a new skill, whether it is learning tennis or golf or a new way to 
sell or play the piano, most folks start checking out of the learning process after about 50 hours 
of practice. And after about 50 hours of practice, someone typically has developed some degree 
of proficiency and it’s been a real ordeal to learn something during those 50 hours. But 
somewhere around 50 hours, they’ve developed some level of skill and as a result of that they’ve 
adopted an attitude of, “Hey, this is good enough. All that practice stuff is hard work and it takes 
a lot of time and it’s frustrating and it’s exhausting for me to have to continue doing that so I’m 
going to accept the degree of skill that I currently have now and I know I probably can get a little 
bit better if I practice but I don’t really want to put forth the effort to get better and practice 
more.” So they at that point adopt an attitude of good is good enough and they end up plateauing 



and for them that is as good as they ever get. They may be continuing to play tennis for another 
20 years, but without any additional consciousness of practice they don’t ever get any better and 
they end up, if they’re a golfer they end up being a duffer and a hacker and they spend their 
whole life as a duffer and a hacker, never really working on getting better. Salespeople do the 
same thing. They learn enough to keep their job. They learn enough to survive. They learn 
enough to stay in the business, but they never grow much beyond being mediocre or fair to 
midland because they have been unwilling to put in the hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of 
hours of conscious repetition practice that it takes to become a high performance, high income 
sales producer.  

So when you are thinking about smart practice, how the world’s best athletes or best performers 
get better, they do so by bringing their full concentration to the practice field and they are fully 
engaged while they are doing the practice. There again, they are getting a feedback loop and they 
are working with someone. Now here is what happens with our bottom-up brain: the brain does 
not like to consume energy. The brain, from a survival standpoint, the brain likes to consume as 
little energy as possible in order to function. Now the bottom-up brain, the unconscious brain, 
consumes a lot less energy than does the conscious or top-down brain. So when you practice, it 
requires tremendous, when you are consciously practicing and focused in and concentrating on 
trying to improve something, it consumes a tremendous amount of energy. Well the brain really 
conspires to work against that because the brain doesn’t want to burn up that amount of energy. 
Now this is all physiological, unconscious, we are not aware of it. So what happens if we are not 
careful is the unconscious brain will conspire against us to save energy, in an effort to save 
energy so that it won’t have to work as hard and it can go on autopilot and relax. Because 
consciously practicing something is not relaxing at all; it is very stressful and the brain doesn’t 
like to be stressed and so that is why, if were not careful, we can check out. Now here is what 
world-class performers realize: they realize when they have hit this plateau or this coasting place, 
and when they feel themselves beginning to coast and slack off and not continue to push the 
envelope and get better, they realize that that is real trouble for them because they realize that 
their performance is not going to improve. So top performers embrace discomfort and they 
embrace conscious practice, exhausting as it is, and as frustrating as it is sometimes, they 
embrace that because they know that is the only way to get better. Now that represents about 4% 
of performers in any given field. The other 96% don’t push the envelope, they settle for 
something less because they don’t want to be bothered with the effort it takes to get better. They 
don’t want to put in the time, they don’t want to be frustrated. It’s like, man, you know, I went to 
sales training three years ago, I went to sales training class what you mean? I’ve been there, done 
that. I don’t really need to listen anymore. Whereas world-class athletes realize that, hey, it is 
still going to take somewhere around 10,000 hours. So if you have only been doing it for five 
years, hey, don’t worry about it, you have got a lot more time to put in before you get really, 
really world-class at what you are doing or at the top of the game. And again, most people aren’t 
willing to do that, most people aren’t willing to put in that kind of practice. Which, on the other 
hand, makes it good for guys like us who are willing to do it because it eliminates the 
competition, because so few people are willing to put in the effort. 



The difference, if you want to characterize this, the difference between amateurs and pros is that 
pros operate on the top-down process; amateurs want to operate on the bottom-up process where 
they are coasting. Pros and working on specific skill development every day. Literally every day 
they are working on something to get better. In selling it could be asking questions, it could be 
uncovering need, it could be uncovering budget, finding pain, understanding and asking 
questions about the decision-making process. It could be completely memorizing every objection 
that could ever be asked or every statement that a prospect could ever make and learning four 
different responses to that so they are automatic. But they are working on some part of their 
game every single day for a period of time. Pros adopt a philosophy of a never-ending pursuit of 
excellence. Amateurs accept good is good enough. Pros resist coasting and plateaus. Amateurs 
limit the amount of engagement or skill development. And those are differences between the 
two. So as you look at people and you look to want to get better at this whole process of selling, 
it is going to take a lot of work, a lot of practice.  

So I will kind of give you guys a little inside baseball here: people say to me, well how long does 
it take to get good at this New School Selling stuff? Here’s what it takes: it takes about 750 hours 
of practice. If you want to have the skill that I have, you are going to have to put in the amount of 
time that I put in. You are not going to get there with a shortcut. This is not going to happen. On 
the other hand, you don’t have to be where I am. You can be very good and you can be a very 
good practitioner of New School Selling and be very, very skilled, but it is going to take you 
about 750 hours’ worth of practice. Now you can either practice on real prospects or you could 
role-play or you could practice in front of a mirror or you could take those flashcards that you 
have and you can carry them with you and you could recite them 30 minutes a day, every day, 
until you memorize them and don’t even have to look at them anymore. It doesn’t matter exactly 
what modality you use there, but you are going to have to put in about 750 hours of practice.  

Now there are 365 days in a year. If you practice an hour a day, 365 days a year, Saturday, 
Sunday, Christmas, New Year, every single day of the year, an hour a day, that is going to take 
you over two years. Now if you take off on the weekends and you practice 200 days a year for an 
hour day, then that is going to take you about four years. If you practice 30 minutes a day, it is 
going to take you about that. So you pick. You pick how much time you want to put into it, but 
realize you are not going to get there without putting in that level of effort. It is just not possible. 
That is what it ends up taking. 

I have folks ask me, “Well, when do I have to quit coming to training?” And my answer to that 
is, when you have learned everything there is to learn and you don’t want to get any better, then 
you don’t need to come anymore. Just realize that when you quit coming, you are going to start 
going backwards because of old habits. It is just a matter of time. So the concept is, when do you 
graduate from sales training? The answer is, you never do. You never graduate. And I have been 
doing it, like I said, I have been doing this for nearly 20 years now and there are times when I 
don’t get it exactly right either. So no one is perfect, and the minute you quit pushing the 
envelope and consciously making a commitment to get better, the minute you adopt that 
philosophy, whatever results you are getting is as good as it ever is going to be. You are never 
going to get any better at that point; you are not going to close any more deals; you are not going 



to make any more money. And quite honestly, that is a concept that a lot of people just don’t 
want to buy into. They are like, “Well, you know what? I am okay making $35,000 a year. I’m 
okay with that.” Or 350, whatever the number is. It is irrelevant. But when a person has that 
mindset, then that is the end of the road for them. They may work another 20 years, but they are 
not going to make any more money, close any more deals, get any better at what they are doing.  

So here’s a question for all of you to be thinking about as you go through this process: if 
everything worked out perfectly in your life, what would your life look like in 10 years? If 
everything worked out perfectly in your life, what would your life look like in 10 years? That’s 
something to think about. Something to say, well, get a journal and put that question in the 
journal and start writing out your answer to that. Because the reality is, if there is not something 
greater out there than what you want right now, then you certainly won’t go through the pain of 
the ordeal of learning how to do this and getting better at selling. Now, the next question for you 
to answer for yourself is, in order for that to work out for you, in order for your life to be what 
you would like for it to be in 10 years, what new skills would you have to develop for that to 
become a reality? What new skills are you going to have to learn for that to become a reality? 
And if you are looking for a prescription for excellence, let me give you four bullet points here 
of what you can do and how you can go about becoming an excellent performer. Now this is true 
whether you want to get better at selling or get better at motorcycle riding or better at playing 
golf or whatever the case may be, here is a prescription for excellence: 

1. Take inventory of your skills. Get an honest appraisal and assessment of your skill 
set. 

Now you are probably not equipped to be objective in the analysis of your skills. Most people 
overrate their skill level. Most salespeople are a legend in your own mind. But when we test that 
we find out that ain’t necessarily so. So take inventory of your skills and maybe you have 
somebody else give you feedback about that. There are a lot of ways you could do that. But 
number one, have a reality check on your skill level. Just how good are you and what do you 
need to work on? 

2. Consciously identify what new skills you need to acquire. 

What else you need to learn, what skills do you need to acquire to get better? 

3. Find a coach, an expert coach, mentor or teacher to help you. Somebody that is going 
to be honest with you and when you suck, they tell you that you suck and when you do 
well, they tell you that you do well and they give you feedback and they don’t pull any 
punches. They are honest with you about it. They have your best interest at heart and they 
are going to level with you about what you’re doing. 

Now, as a participant, when you have a coach, you have to be willing to open yourself up and 
become very vulnerable to be honest with your coach because a coach can’t help you if you are 
not honest with what is going on. 

4. Commit to at least 30 minutes a day of daily practice of whatever the one skill is that 
you are working on. 



I suggest working on one skill for a minimum of one week, if not 30 days. It doesn’t mean that if 
you work on it for one week or even 30 days that you will have mastered that skill. But the 
concentration of working on one thing, for instance asking questions to uncover pain. Working 
on that one skill and practicing, role-playing, asking questions to uncover pain 30 minutes a day 
for a month. If you do that with someone, you will be pretty good after a month. Will you be 
expert? Maybe not, but you will be really, really good if you practice for 30 minutes a day asking 
the questions to uncover pain. And then once you have done all of that and identify that one skill, 
pick another skill and go to work on that for another 30 days. And if you do that for a year and 
work on 12 different things during a year, you will be a whole lot better than you are right now. 
And then once you have done that, you simply rinse and repeat that process for the rest of your 
life because world-class performers are always looking to become practitioners of the slight 
edge, meaning they adapt this whole philosophy of never ending improvement and they realize 
the minute they stop pursuing improvement that they are headed backwards. And that is what 
separates the 96% from the 4%. So let me pause for a second, I have kind of rambled on here for 
a while, and I will take any questions or comments that anybody has about any of this. 

Tom: Steve, when you’re talking about practicing a skill and, you know, that focus piece 
obviously becomes important to be built on, do you have any recommendations on breaking that 
up to like two times a day or in the mornings or in the afternoons or timing issues? 

Steve: 

I would suggest doing it in the morning. And in your case, you have four producers, right? 

Tom: Right. 

Steve: 

Okay. I would suggest that you change your work schedule for everybody, that you have a 
practice session with everybody on your team for 30 minutes a day and it is the first 30 minutes 
of the day. And you do it every day; that’s just what you do. The Florida State Seminoles, when 
they practice football during football season, how many days a week are they practicing? 

Tom: I don’t know. Probably every day. 

Steve: 

Every day. And in August, they practice twice a day. And in their summer workouts, the NCA 
won’t let them practice with a coach, but they have voluntary, quote unquote, “voluntary 
workouts” all summer long. Truth of the matter is, those guys practice year round. Now they 
might not practice every single day, but they’re practicing… I mean, geeze, they’ve got to go to 
school, too, supposedly, maybe, but they are practicing an awful lot of time. Now in your case, 
your folks, the same thing. When they come to work, I would encourage you to take 30 minutes 
a day and practice something that you are working on. You are working on them asking 
questions right now to establish bonding and rapport, right? 

Tom: Correct. 



Steve: 

Okay. Work on that every single day. If you only do it once a week for 30 minutes, that’s a long 
time in between. You know, they’ve forgotten what we talked about last week. So you do it 
every day and you just hammer it over and over again ad nauseam until it becomes ingrained in 
their unconscious bottom-up brain and it becomes natural for them, it becomes automatic for 
them. That just takes a lot of repetition and you have to be the one providing feedback to them 
when they don’t do it exactly right and say, “Hey, that was good, I like the way you did that but 
let’s tweak it a little bit and you said this, if you had said that it might be a little more effective. 
Now let’s try it again. Say it again changing those words.” That’s how you do coaching.  

As a side note, for those of you who have salespeople that you are coaching your salespeople, 
and we have several of those people on the line, you want to emphasize the positive. You don’t 
want to be people up. Generally speaking, the ratio of providing feedback from a positive 
standpoint should be about three positives to one correction. There is no such thing as 
constructive criticism, it still is criticism. And when people feel attacked and criticized, their 
brain tends to shut down, they don’t learn anything and they just go kind of go in defensive 
mode. So a little bit of that goes a long way. So make your feedback to them in a positive 
manner. Find something they did, in the role-play, for instance, that was positive and then pivot 
from there to say, “Hey, I think you could do this better and that better and so forth.” Does that 
help you, Tom? 

Tom: Yep. Thank you.  

Steve: 

You’re welcome. 

 


