




Having worked with hundreds of sales forces across every indus-
try, we have seen the world’s top salespeople in action. Chally’s 
research truly captures the skills, behaviors, and habits of the best 
of the best . . . and most interestingly, through the eyes of the cus-
tomer. Achieve Sales Excellence should help every salesperson enjoy 
the high-value, enriching profession that sales has become for the 
world-class sellers portrayed in this book.

Steve Grossman
Mercer Human Resource Consulting

One of our key differentiators at CareerBuilder.com is our 
salespeople’s ability to be consultants to our customers. We also 
pride ourselves on the quality standards we set for our own sales-
people. Our demand for professionalism is exceptional and we are 
hard to please. Achieve Sales Excellence is not only a real benchmark 
for our high standards; it’s thoroughly enjoyable to read. I usually 
only agree to 20–50 percent of the philosophies in sales books but 
with Achieve Sales Excellence I agree with it all!

Mary Delaney
CSO, CareerBuilder.com

Corporate Express is committed to enhancing our customer-
focused sales-driven organization, and the principles and tactics 
outlined by Chally are key strategies to our success. Chally’s World 
Class Sales Research recognizes and defines the key attributes that 
create a world-class sales organization—attributes that all compa-
nies should strive for when augmenting their sales culture.

Donna Walker
Vice President, Sales Operations and Training

Corporate Express



It seems a business paradox that a professional discipline as 
important as sales is given so little attention in college and uni-
versity curriculums. HR Chally helps to fill that void with a clear, 
concise insight into “world class sales” of the 21st century. If sales 
growth is important to you . . . this information is invaluable.

Tom Weisenbach
Senior Vice President, International Paper

Executive Vice President, xpedx

Chally has led the way to understanding the need to develop 
a true sales profession. More college graduates are becoming sales-
people than any other career, regardless of their major. Other key 
business careers such as manufacturing, IT, and now even law are 
moving abroad. Sales has become our key competitive opportunity. 
Achieve Sales Excellence definitively documents the standards our 
salespeople must meet, and lays the foundation for our academic 
institutions to develop the sales professionals we’ll need.

Don Graber
Chairman, Wright State University

Chairman, Huffy Corporation, Retired
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Dedication

The Greater Goal

This book is dedicated to the great progress we need to 

make toward the “professionalization” of sales, and 

also to those who have had the insight and commitment to 

champion this transformation. Today, more college gradu-

ates will become salespeople than all other careers com-

bined. Yet fewer than a couple dozen of the more than four 

thousand colleges and universities in the United States 

have established a formal sales program.

I have been honored to be involved with the Sales Centre at 
Ohio University and the other colleges of the University Sales 
Center Alliance. One hundred percent of Chally’s profits from 
this book will be contributed to them.

It will take an effort from our great colleges and universities to 
create the three minimum requirements for “professionalization”:

	 1.	 All professions specialize. Chemical engineers do not design 
bridges, pediatricians don’t do brain surgery, and patent 
attorneys don’t defend murder cases.

Chally’s research has identified fourteen distinct types 
of sales. The skills and training for each are distinct. Most 
are not interchangeable. The great majority of New Business 
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Developers (Hunters) fail at Account Maintenance (Farming). 
Field Sales people seldom succeed in telesales, and so on. In 
fact, 65 percent of the salespeople who fail do not fail from 
lack of competence or commitment; they fail because they are 
in the wrong type of sales for their talent and skill base.

	 2.	 All professions have a standard and recognized minimum 
“curriculum” of academic education, on-the-job training, or 
internship. Members of professions also benefit from the 
appropriate practice through supervised apprenticeship that 
oversees the quality of their development and maturity as 
practitioners.

	 3.	 All professions have an independent “certification” process 
that anoints the emerging intern or student as minimally 
qualified to practice their chosen profession.

In the meantime, corporate sales organizations must fill 
the gap with the help of sales training resources. Unfortunately, 
only a few non-college sales development organizations have 
recognized the hands-on participatory requirement for the 

“training” of sales professionals.
Through this book, Theodore Kinni and I seek to honor 

such visionary leaders as Richard Hodge of the Real Learning 
Company. Richard was one of the first to recognize that while 
people are appreciative or even impressed with experts and by 
interesting and entertaining seminars and sales training pro-
grams, they only absorb and utilize the insights and skills they 
personally choose for themselves, through discussion, debate, 
and hands-on “testing.”

Finally, this book is dedicated, most of all, to the wisdom, 
scientific competence, and statistical insight of Sally Stevens, 
without whom there would not be a thirty-year database with 
hundreds of thousands of actuarially predictive data points, nor 
the database mining and retrieval technology that makes Chally’s 
one of the world’s half dozen or so true blue “Expert Systems.”

Howard Stevens



ix

Foreword

The New Sales Profession

Salespeople, by and large, are not the business partners 

that their customers need them to be. For all of the 

effort salespeople invest in becoming valuable business 

partners, they are still often regarded as product pushers or 

“talking brochures” who consume, not create, value.

In this book, Howard Stevens and Theodore Kinni address 
this problem by exposing the sources of the sales-customer dis-
connect. Achieve Sales Excellence provides amazingly clear insight 
into the minds of business-to-business customers—insights that 
most salespeople will find both believable and compelling. If 
you are committed to becoming a world-class seller, this book 
could be the launching point for the rest of your career.

The Sales Force Paradox

There is a fundamental paradox within sales forces. The paradox 
has probably always existed, but it has become more pronounced 
and more troubling as the relationships between buyers and sell-
ers have become increasingly complex. It is a paradox that keeps 
most salespeople from blowing past their goals and attaining 
their envisioned riches. It is a paradox that frustrates customers 
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and encourages them to view salespeople as a nuisance to be 
avoided at all costs.

The fantastic paradox goes something like this: Sales forces 
around the world enjoy remarkably frequent and intimate con-
tact with their customers. Remarkable as it is, a few assumptions 
and simple math tell us that there are literally billions of sales 
calls made each day around the world. Salespeople are, by defini-
tion, the customer’s primary point of contact throughout the cus-
tomer’s buying process, so no one inside a company should know 
as much about customers as the sales forces that serve them.

Ironically, though, those exact sales forces do not under-
stand the true needs of the very customers they face countless 
times a day. No, we’re not implying that they don’t understand 
their customer’s immediate business need for a particular product 
or service—good salespeople are experts at finding the precise 
offering that will fill a customer’s current business requirement. 
The need that salespeople can’t see, despite their frequent and 
intimate contact with customers, is one that goes to the core 
of their very existence. Frankly stated: Most salespeople do not 
understand why their customers need them!

The salespeople who have been able to decipher the buy-
ing needs of their customers are the superstars. Their custom-
ers adore them, and these salespeople enjoy extreme customer 
loyalty. They are referred to their customers’ peers and receive 
unencumbered access to every level of the organization. They 
have resolved this sales paradox, serve their customers exactly as 
they want to be served, and earn the label of world-class sellers.

The majority of salespeople, however, remain unenlightened 
and continue to sell the way they themselves believe their cus-
tomers want to be served. These are the salespeople who con-
sistently fall short—not only in the eyes of their managers, but 
also in the eyes of their bewildered customers. These salespeo-
ple often lament that “customers don’t have time for salespeople 
any more.” Well, unfortunately for them, customers do have 
time for world-class salespeople, just not for salespeople who 
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don’t provide the value that customers demand from today’s 
sales professional.

When Learning from the Past Dooms  
You to Repeat It

So what is it about this profession of selling that makes it so 
difficult? Well, as is pointed out in the first chapter of this book, 
there is something unique about the sales domain—something 
that is different from every other profession. There is no real 

“curriculum” or baseline education for salespeople. Attorneys 
have law schools where they learn legal statutes and precedents. 
Accountants attend colleges where they learn the Generally 
Accepted Accounting Principles. Engineers attend universities 
where they learn the laws of physics.

So what do salespeople have by way of education? They have 
mostly tribal knowledge that is passed down from generation to 
generation of salespeople. “This is how I closed the biggest sale 
of my life,” or “This is the cold calling script that works every 
time,” or some other anecdotally derived wisdom that succeeded 
for someone in the past. Whether taught in the office by peers, in 
hotel ballrooms by sales trainers, or in books by salespeople turned 
gurus, there is little knowledge in the sales domain that can be 
trusted as law or science—at best, there are “generally accepted 
principles.” But alas, there is no foundational sales curriculum.

But let us be fair to the generations of salespeople who did 
close those big sales and were excellent cold callers. There is 
another unique thing about the profession of selling . . . It is 
in a constant state of change. With every advance in telecom-
munications (cellular phones and the Internet), every change 
in business models (outsourcing and globalization), and every 
swing of the economy (recessions and booms), the relation-
ships between buyers and sellers change dramatically. Did it 
make sense to teach salespeople closing techniques when most  

The New Sales Profession
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salespeople sold products? Sure. Did it make sense to teach cold 
calling when buyers still answered their telephones? Of course. 
Does it make sense to teach accounting now that ROI is the key 
to an executive’s heart? Absolutely.

The point is the rules of engagement in sales are everchang-
ing. If they weren’t, all that worked in the past would indeed 
predict success in the future. If the sales environment were static, 
all of the anecdotal success stories would eventually accrue to 
become immutable law. But it is not that simple in sales. As 
the world changes, so do the demands on the sales professional. 
And so, we are trapped in this paradox. We sell to our custom-
ers as best we can, using the grab bag of skills we have learned 
as journeymen in the sales profession.

What If?

But what if there were a way out of this paradox? What if we 
could climb inside the heads of our customers to discover what 
they really want from us? What if we could track in real time the 
changes in their buying needs, instead of always selling a genera-
tion behind? What if there were a contemporary “curriculum” 
for achieving world-class status in the eyes of our customers?

Well . . . Here it is. The book you hold in your hands is as 
close to a curriculum for business-to-business selling as there 
has been in decades. This book can help you escape the paradox 
and become indispensable partners to your customers by under-
standing the precise things your customers need from you. It is 
different from the dozens of others on your shelf in two criti-
cal ways—two ways that make it a touchstone for business-to- 
business selling in the twenty-first century.

Foremost, this book is not based on the anecdotal successes 
of superstar salespeople. It is not based on the “tricks of the 
trade” of any celebrity salesperson turned guru. In fact, not a 
single salesperson was interviewed or observed as an input to 
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this book. In reality, salespeople do not define the character-
istics of world-class sellers . . . Buyers do. Accordingly, How-
ard Stevens and his researchers at Chally went straight to the 
source to discover why customers need salespeople—they asked 
the customers themselves. The findings in this book are based 
on over 80,000 interviews with business-to-business customers. 
The interviews were solely focused on isolating and prioritizing 
the discrete things that buyers want and need from the sellers 
who serve them. (In fact, we know of only two sales research 
efforts ever conducted in this depth and to this level of ana-
lytic rigor: HR Chally’s current fourteen-year 80,000-customer 
interview study and Neil Rackham’s twelve-year 35,000-sales 
call study that led to the SPIN Selling® methodology. These are 
both phenomenal commitments to the betterment of the sales 
profession.) This book is not tribal knowledge; it is fact.

Second, this book is not a history lesson. It is relevant for 
today’s sales forces in today’s business environment. The research 
that you will see in the following chapters has been collected at 
regular intervals for a decade, allowing the HR Chally team to 
track buying and selling trends as they have evolved with our 
economy. All of the major changes that have redefined the nature 
of selling (information technology, ubiquitous communications, 
outsourcing, globalization, focus on ROI, etc.) have come into 
bloom under the watchful eye of Chally’s researchers. Not only 
do these findings hit the mark in 2006, they also reflect the 
insights of marksmen who have followed the moving target for 
fourteen tumultuous years. At this point in time, there is no 
more authoritative work on the demands of business-to-business 
buyers than the book that you are about to read.

And Here We Are

Bluntly, the profession of selling is not where it needs to be. 
As you will discover in the following pages, there exists an 

The New Sales Profession
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enormous gap between our customers’ demand for world-class 
salespeople and our sales forces’ ability to supply them. Howard 
Stevens and his team at HR Chally Group very concisely define 
the nature of this gap and give us guidance on how to begin 
closing it.

So for now, the fog has been lifted and we can see with clar-
ity why business-to-business customers need professional sales-
people. It is the most rigorous, comprehensive, and trustworthy 
perspective that we have had in decades. Treat this book as a 
modern-day sales curriculum, and take its lessons to heart. Your 
customers and your bank accounts will thank you, as you and 
the members of your sales force become the world-class sales-
people that your customers need you to be.

Jason Jordan
Principal
Mercer Sales Effectiveness Consulting

Note: Mercer’s Sales Effectiveness consultants help clients create world-class sales 
efforts by developing the right sales strategies, customer focus, management pro-
cesses, and infrastructure to meet or exceed their key revenue and profit objectives. 
Their clients enjoy greater top-line growth, lower cost of sales, and more predict-
able results through improved selling capabilities and management practices. They 
are a part of the Human Capital business of Mercer Human Resource Consult-
ing, the global leader for trusted HR and related financial advice, products, and 
services, with more than 15,000 employees in forty-one countries worldwide. To 
learn more about Mercer, visit www.MercerHR.com.
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Introduction

What qualities define sales excellence?
What capabilities define the highly effective sales professional?
What are the characteristics of a world-class sales force?

If you are pursuing or considering a career as a profes-

sional in sales, these three questions are critical. Many 

people have already attempted to provide answers to them. 

In fact, as of December 2005, Amazon.com listed an 

astounding 194,945 titles in the “Selling” category. Virtu-

ally all of them promise to answer one or more of these 

questions. When examined from a scientific perspective, 

however, virtually all of the publications have two inherent 

flaws.

First, the answers they offer cannot be validated; that is, 
they are based on anecdotal evidence or the author’s experience, 
and cannot be proven. Second, they do not account for the 
inexorable march of time. Change happens, and when it does, 
it often transforms even the most rigorous conclusions into 
hogwash. To overcome these critical flaws, you need empirical 
answers and you need them on an ongoing basis.
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At the HR Chally Group, a leading sales performance 
consulting company, we have been intensely interested in the 
answers to these three critical questions for virtually our entire 
thirty-three-year history. After all, we could not be sure we were 
actually helping our clients select the best candidates for their 
sales forces unless we had a validated, criteria-based method 
for evaluating those candidates. To properly define the testing 
criteria, we needed hard answers to these questions both for 
the marketplace as a whole and, more specifically, for our indi-
vidual clients’ markets.

Starting in 1992, we stepped up our search for answers. We 
began a series of studies, now in their fourteenth year, which 
focused on the best source of empirical data about the effective-
ness of salespeople that we could tap—the business-to-business 
customers who buy from those salespeople. In the process of 
conducting these studies, which continue as this book is writ-
ten, we have interviewed 80,000 business customers and col-
lected data on 7,200 sales forces representing more than fifteen 
major industries. We asked these customers to rate between two 
and five individual salespeople (by market segment) who were 
actually competing for their business. Our research does not 
rely on customer opinion alone, however. We correlated the 
customers’ ratings of salespeople against their actual purchas-
ing decisions for the current year of the survey and for previous 
years, as well as against their estimates for the coming year. In 
this way, we began to uncover what drives repeated decisions 
to buy (or, to put it another way, “customer loyalty”), as well as 
individual purchases.

As you will see in Chapter 1, our Customer-Selected World-
Class Sales Excellence surveys revealed that customers assign 
salespeople a much larger role in their buying decisions than 
has been previously realized. We also discovered that custom-
ers believe that the vast majority of salespeople are not able to 
fulfill that role as well as customers would like. There is, in fact, 
a wide and largely unbridged Sales Effectiveness Gap.
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The purpose of this book is to help you bridge that gap. In 
order to accomplish that goal, the first thing you need to know 
is what business customers really want from their vendors. We’ll 
help you answer that question in Chapter 2. In it, we describe 
the three megatrends that business customers identify as driv-
ing their relationships with vendors: first, the intense desire to 
outsource everything except core competencies; second, the 
overwhelming demand for solutions rather than products and 
services; and third, the drive to achieve value. It is these three 
trends that establish the context of today’s business-to-business 
sales environment. They are also the driving forces behind the 
customer rules that you will read about in this book.

These customer rules are the seven expectations that cus-
tomers have of salespeople. The rules constitute the heart of 
Achieve Sales Excellence, and we describe them in detail in Chap-
ters 3 through 9. The rules are not a simple wish list that busi-
ness customers have dreamed up and that we are quoting to you 
verbatim. Instead, they represent the customer demands that 
have been correlated to their actual purchasing behavior. The rules 
determine from whom and how much your customers actually 
buy. The customer rules provide empirical customer answers to 
the first question we asked in this introduction: What qualities 
define sales excellence?

In describing the qualities of sales excellence, the customer 
rules also define the skills that customers expect sales profes-
sionals to bring to the table. Thus, each of the customer rules 
is connected to a corresponding role for the sales professional, 
and, in Chapters 3 through 9, we’ll present these roles as well. 
In order to illustrate the seven roles, we’ve utilized the final ele-
ment of our research—the benchmarking data gathered from 
our studies of sales forces that business customers have iden-
tified as world-class, and the data derived from HR Chally’s 
proprietary database of more than 300,000 sales professional 
profiles. This is the largest known database of individual sales 
profiles in the world, and it too is correlated against the actual 

Introduction
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sales results of the individuals included within it. This is how 
we derive empirical answers to the second question of critical 
interest to sales professionals and their managers: What capa-
bilities define the highly effective sales professional?

The Customer Rule	 The Sales Professional’s Role
“You must be personally accountable	 The Business Agent	
for our results.”

“You must understand our business.”	 The CEO

“You must be on our side.”	 The Advocate & Expediter

“You must bring us	 The Consultant	
applications.”

“You must be easily accessible.”	 The Traveler

“You must solve our problems.”	 The Troubleshooter

“You must be innovative in responding	 The Innovator	
to our needs.”

Finally, in Part Four, we’ll use the data gathered in our 
benchmarking studies to describe the eight characteristics of 
sales forces that customers define as the best of the best. This 
section frames the answer to the last question (What are the 
characteristics of a world-class sales force?) in terms of eight evalu-
ative questions. If you are a sales professional—in particular, 
one who is following the seven customer rules—you can use 
these questions to help choose an employer who will best recog-
nize and appreciate your capabilities. If you are a sales manager, 
you can use these questions to ensure that you are properly sup-
porting the daily and developmental needs of your salespeople. 
And, if you are an executive, you can use them to evaluate your 
company’s ability to meet the demands of customers, as well as 
to attract and retain the best sales professionals.

Our primary goal in this book is to educate sales profes-
sionals about the skills they must develop to succeed with cus-
tomers, and also teach them how to identify sales organizations 
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in which they can prosper. Our secondary aim is to inform 
sales managers and executives about the skill set they need to 
develop in their sales forces, as well as the organizational quali-
ties they need to develop to serve customers and attract the best 
salespeople. We hope you will find all the answers you need in 
the pages to come.

Introduction
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Part One

What Good Science Reveals about  
Sales Excellence

There are many theories purporting to predict sales 

success, and more seem to be emerging every day. 

The problem with all theories is that, in and of themselves, 

there is no way of knowing whether or not they are accu-

rate and/or able to predict results. They must be rigorously 

tested and empirically proven.

At the HR Chally Group, we learned this lesson early in 
our history. We were founded to help create consistent, legally 
defensible assessments of job candidates. In business, if you 
have a fifty-fifty chance of picking a good employee and you 
use an assessment that raises your odds to sixty-forty, that is 
a significant improvement. Then, one day, the Justice Depart-
ment hired us to create an assessment for selecting law enforce-
ment officers. These were people who were being issued guns 
and given the authority to use them. Accordingly, we realized 
we had to create an assessment with much higher levels of  
predictability.

The first thing we did in that quest was to turn to widely 
accepted standard tests and assessments, such as personality, 
style, aptitude, preference, and even interest tests. These only 
allowed us to gain prediction improvements of 8 percent to  
14 percent. We then carefully and statistically created new tests 
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based on psychological theories, such as Maslow’s hierarchy of 
human needs, Herzberg’s motivational theory, and McClel-
land’s achievement theory. When we tried out these tests, how-
ever, we quickly discovered that they could not tell us, with 
the accuracy we needed, which candidates would succeed and 
which would not.

Next, we looked for predictability models that were already 
working. We found two. You can accurately predict results 
based on mathematical odds—just look at the gaming industry. 
You also can accurately predict results based on criteria-based 
actuarial studies; that is the basis for the insurance industry. Of 
course, we adopted the latter method.

There is a problem with criteria-based prediction, however. 
The results you get are only as good as the criteria you use. With 
law enforcement officers this was not a huge problem—their 
performance records are highly detailed and, in most cases, 
meticulously maintained. But when we began assessing sales-
people, the performance criteria were not so easy to identify.

We tried enlisting sales managers to help us identify the 
criteria that define sales success, but that strategy did not work. 
Sales managers had little disagreement in determining the top 
10 percent and the bottom 10 percent of salespeople. But we 
discovered an insurmountable problem with the remaining 80 
percent. It turns out that managers prefer salespeople who are 
easy to manage. So, in the vast middle range of salespeople, 
higher performers who are hard to manage and lower perform-
ers who are easy to manage often get ranked about the same. 
Anyone who has met more than a few good salespeople can tell 
you that they usually are not the most manageable of people. 
This bias explains why sales managers can often be poor mea-
sures of sales talent.

Finally, we did discover an excellent source for criteria to 
predict the success of salespeople beyond their actual sales 
results (which are sometimes not completely the result of their 
own skills). This was their customers. Customers could tell us 
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why they buy from salespeople and why they do not, and we 
could validate their criteria for sales success by correlating it to 
the share of their wallets that they awarded those salespeople.

Good science has enabled us to recognize and pinpoint sales 
excellence. Also, in studying the customer’s buying behavior to 
pinpoint the criteria that determine sales excellence, we got the 
added bonus of learning more about why customers buy, and 
what they want.

In Part One, we will begin by introducing the most signifi-
cant finding that our customer studies have revealed over the 
past fourteen years. We will also explain what customers want, 
and we’ll introduce the seven customer rules, which dictate the 
skills you need to develop to achieve success.

What Good Science Reveals about Sales Excellence
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Chapter 1

The Sales Professional Is  the Sale

What’s the most influential factor in business-to- 

business sales? It isn’t competitive pricing. It isn’t 

your product’s Six Sigma quality. It isn’t your product’s inno-

vative features or your company’s ability to deliver a total solu-

tion. Certainly all of these influence your customers’ buying 

decisions, but surprisingly, none of them is the most influen-

tial factor in their decisions. The most influential factor in 

business-to-business sales is you—the sales professional.

You don’t have to take our word on this; it is business cus-
tomers themselves who have placed salespeople in the top spot. 
Since 1998, our statistical analysis of purchasing decisions has 
demonstrated that the sales professional is the most important 
factor in determining what customers purchase, how much they 
pay, and how long they stick with the lucky vendors they choose 
from the thousands of business-to-business sellers competing 
for their patronage. In fact, our analysis proved that salesperson 
effectiveness accounts for 39 percent of customers’ buying deci-
sions and is the most important decision factor—more influen-
tial than price, quality, and the availability of a total solution.

This is a notable development in the sales world, and it rep-
resents the ascension of a new competitive advantage in the 
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business-to-business sphere. Sales professionals have become the 
leading influence on their customers’ buying processes—more 
important than the selling price, more important than the offer-
ing’s features and benefits, more important than the product and 
service quality. This means that the effectiveness of sales profes-
sionals themselves can be an added value to their customers and 
a competitive advantage for their employers. In the 1960s, media 
guru Marshall McLuhan declared that the medium is the mes-
sage. Now, in the business world, the salesperson is the sale.

What’s Important When Customers Choose Their Vendors
Salesperson’s competence: 39%

Total solution: 22%

Quality of offering: 21%

Price: 18%

An Evolutionary Pattern of Development

When did this change happen? Our in-depth vendor evalua-
tion interviews with more than 80,000 business customers first 
revealed in 1998 that in their estimation, the salesperson had 
ascended to the top position of influence. This did not occur 
overnight, though, nor has it completely eclipsed the other influ-
encing factors in the business-to-business sale. Instead, it is an 
evolutionary development that has been building momentum 
for years.

The nature of competitive advantage in sales has always been 
evolutionary. That is why other factors have been more impor-
tant than sales effectiveness in customers’ buying decisions in 
the past. Product and service quality is a good example. Qual-
ity became a primary concern of business-to-business custom-
ers in the late 1970s and 1980s as well-made and dependable  
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Japanese and German automobiles and electronics captured 
market share from their American competitors. As U.S. manu-
facturers lost customers, they became aware of the magnitude 
of the costs they incurred from product defects and failures, 
and, even more important, aware of the customer defections 
and lost sales that poor quality engendered.

The ensuing focus on—and demand for—greater levels 
of quality spawned a revolution. Quality-based concepts and 
programs, such as Total Quality Management (TQM), kai-
zen, just-in-time inventory systems, the Malcolm Baldridge 
National Quality Award, and ISO 9000, dominated the corpo-
rate landscape. American companies worked hard and invested 
significant capital in their efforts to improve the quality of their 
products. They demanded that their suppliers do the same. Ven-
dors and their sales forces quickly responded to these demands 
and began winning business by demonstrating the high quality 
of their offerings and guaranteeing continued quality.

As soon as product and service quality proved capable of 
winning business, the quality competition really heated up. 
Sellers strove to match and exceed the quality of their competi-
tors’ offerings. As a result, quality levels are much higher today 
than they were in 1980. Six Sigma programs, whose goal is the 
achievement of a de facto defect rate of 3.4 per million opportu-
nities, are now the quality programs du jour. Theoretically, this 
standard represents the lowest defect rate that is economically 
worthwhile to attain.

But what has happened to quality as a competitive advan-
tage in sales during this time? In the years between 1980 and 
the widespread adoption of Six Sigma, the differentiation 
power and competitive advantage of product and service qual-
ity have been slowly and inexorably reduced. Today, the quality 
of your products and services is considered a baseline require-
ment rather than a competitive advantage. You can’t win or 
retain customers without high-quality products and services, 
but neither can you win based on quality alone. Every viable  
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competitor is offering high quality, and customers’ standards 
and expectations regarding quality have risen accordingly.

In most industries, trying to gain a competitive advantage 
by offering a higher level of quality simply doesn’t make sense. 
The difference between a few handfuls of defects spread over a 
million parts isn’t economically compelling to customers. Thus, 
as quality standards have risen and been matched by more and 
more competing vendors, quality has lost its power as a com-
petitive advantage and has been transformed into an ante that 
is required to gain a seat at the table.

Sales effectiveness, which is based on the competence of 
the salespeople and the resources and support provided by 
their companies, is subject to the same evolutionary pattern as 
is quality. It has risen to the top of the customer’s influence 
list because demand is far outstripping the supply. Today, the 
customer’s need for a competent, professional salesperson has 
grown well beyond the ability of salespeople to fulfill it and, 
all the evidence suggests, will continue to grow as far into the 
future as we can see.

To help understand the driving force behind this condi-
tion (and the critical and largely unfulfilled role that custom-
ers want salespeople to assume), we need only take a step back 
and start by acknowledging a very basic fact: The only reason 
a corporate customer buys anything is because his company 
cannot or chooses not to make or provide it for itself. If the 
customer’s company were making or providing it, it would have 
its own internal organization to do that work and—this is the 
key part—it would have a manager or executive responsible for 
that function. That is to say, it would have someone who was 
accountable for ensuring that the company actually received 
the benefit that the product or service was designed to provide. 
Thus, a business customer’s decision to buy a good or a service 
externally is not simply a decision to purchase—it is also a deci-
sion to outsource the management of the benefit that the pur-
chase is intended to deliver.
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What does mean for you, as someone trying to sell to that 
company? What we have discovered is that business customers 
are turning to salespeople to fulfill the role of surrogate manager. 
When salespeople become adept at managing the total benefit 
delivered to their customers, the supply will meet the demand. 
At that point, sales effectiveness will decline as a competitive 
advantage, just as quality has. Someday, if enough salespeople 
and companies recognize and build their sales effectiveness, it 
may only count as a portion of the entry fee. But today, as we’ll 
soon see, the research reveals that fewer than one out of a thou-
sand salespeople can perform to this level!

While the power of salesperson effectiveness to influence 
customers may eventually decline, there are two reasons no 
salesperson or sales organization can afford to ignore it now or 
in the future:

First, whether it is a full-blown competitive advantage or 
simply the table stakes required to enter the game, sales 
effectiveness will remain a critical ingredient in sales suc-
cess. In the former case, it is a scarce and in-demand exper-
tise that will help you achieve above-average sales results. In 
the latter case, when customers simply expect you to possess 
that expertise, you won’t be able to engage them without it.

Second, relatively speaking, the competitive advantage con-
ferred by sales effectiveness has just begun to emerge. It may 
well retain its power to win sales for ten or fifteen years or 
longer, depending on how many salespeople recognize and 
strive to attain it, before it becomes a commonplace stan-
dard and an expectation in the customer’s eyes.

So, the bad news is that the same evolutionary pattern that 
brought the sales professional to the top spot in the customer’s 
buying decision will eventually create the same kind of com-
petition that transformed price, quality, and features from  
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substantial differentiation factors into entry fees. At some point 
in the future, customers will expect sales professionalism as a 
matter of course. When that happens, some other factor, per-
haps one that has not even appeared on our radar as yet, will 
emerge as the leading competitive advantage.

Here’s the good news, though. Given the current level of 
professionalism in sales, we expect that those rare salespeople 
who are already meeting their customers’ expectations and 
demands, and those who can quickly respond to them, will 
enjoy a good long run at the peak of their profession.

The Demand for Sales Effectiveness

Before we set off pell-mell on a quest for sales effectiveness, it 
only makes sense to examine why it has come to occupy such a 
commanding position in your customers’ minds. Why do cus-
tomers say that the person selling them products and services 
is more influential than price or quality or the seller’s ability to 
provide total solutions (which are the three influencers most 
often cited, after sales effectiveness)?

We’ve already touched on one major reason: the competi-
tion among vendors in these other areas is in the process of 
reducing those areas to table stakes. Chances are very good that 
your major competitors are offering similar levels of quality, that 
their prices are roughly equal to yours, and that, like you, they 
are positioning their offerings as solutions. If your customers 
don’t see any significant differences between the price, quality, 
and solutions offered by you and your competitors, these attri-
butes will have little impact on their buying decisions.

Granted, your company will almost always have some 
unique advantages to offer customers, even if they are only  
marketing-based advantages, such as brand or reputation. Per-
haps you also offer greater ease of installation or a more compre-
hensive service plan or a newly developed product feature that 
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is not available from your competitors—yet. The problem with 
these advantages is that as they prove capable of attracting a 
substantial number of customers, your competitors will quickly 
undertake to meet and exceed them. Consider what happens 
to the sales of prescription drugs on the day that their patent 
protection expires. Your neighborhood pharmacy has generic 
versions already stocked and ready to sell the minute it is legally 
allowed to sell them, and the revenues produced by the original 
drug plummet. IMS Health calculated that the expiration of 
prescription drug patents in 2006 alone would result in the loss 
of $23 billion in revenue to pharmaceutical firms worldwide.1

When there are fewer or no legal protections, competitors 
can catch up as quickly as they choose. A recent New York 
Times story that detailed the spread of luxury bedding within 
the hotel industry provides a good example.2 In 1999, Westin 
Hotels and Resorts pioneered this innovation within the large 
hotel chains when it introduced the “Heavenly Bed.” In addition 
to attracting travelers with the promise of a “sleep experience,” 
the concept became a new revenue generator as Westin began 
selling its branded bedding accessories. (In 2005, the revenue 
from the sales of these products hit $10 million.) Of course, the 
other major players took notice and “virtually every other hotel 
chain” upgraded its bedding, according to the Times. Hilton 
Hotels introduced the “Serenity Bed” and sells its accessories 
online. Marriott announced 300-thread-count sheets, feather 
beds, and so on. How do customers feel about this? Virtually 
everyone is happier with more comfortable bedding, but if 
every major hotel chain offers it, travelers needn’t think about 
it much. They will get it whether they stay at a Westin or a 
Hilton or a Marriott. Of course, the same thing happens with 
your business products and services. Look at the proliferation 
of Customer Relationship Management (CRM) software and 
computer servers and outsourced call centers. As offerings pro-
liferate and become more and more ubiquitous, the competitive 
advantages inherent in the quality, price, and sophistication of 
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these products and services are reduced to standardized expec-
tations. Thus, over time, they exert less and less influence on 
customers.

A second major reason why sales effectiveness has emerged 
as the most influential factor in customers’ buying decisions is 
closely related to the battles that erupt whenever a company dis-
covers a reproducible advantage. These battles among compet-
ing vendors tend to generate more choices for their customers. 
Sometimes, the more choices customers have, the more difficult 
it is for them to choose, and the less likely they are to buy. In his 
book Future Shock, Alvin Toffler called this phenomenon “over-
choice.” Professors John Gourville of Harvard Business School 
and Dilip Soman of University of Toronto’s Rotman School of 
Management have been studying how overchoice impacts con-
sumer brands. They discovered that the accepted wisdom that 
more variety means more market share is not always true. It all 
depends on how the choices offered by sellers are aligned within 
the overall product mix. There are many cases, particularly 
when there are multiple attributes that require the customer to 
make many tradeoff decisions (as in the feature choices on com-
puters, for instance), when “an increasingly large assortment 
can negatively impact consumer choice and brand share.”3 In 
other words, you can offer your customers more features and 
benefits and win fewer sales!

Thus, when sellers get into innovation races, they can inad-
vertently make things even more confusing for customers. As 
new product features and technologies explode, sellers can eas-
ily outrun the customer’s ability to comprehend their offerings. 
Think about the burgeoning choices in telecommunications. At 
this point in its evolution, how many business customers under-
stand all of the implications, requirements, and costs of VoIP 
(Internet-based phone service)?

How do you, as a salesperson or a sales executive, overcome 
overchoice? One answer is by guiding the customer through the 
decision process. When technologies are emerging and choices 
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are multiplying, customers develop a growing dependence 
on knowledgeable salespeople (their outsourced managers) to 
guide them through the maze of choices they suddenly face. 
In other words, salesperson effectiveness becomes a more and 
more influential factor in the customer’s buying decision.

So, competitive advantages ultimately spawn races—the 
race for quality, the race for total solutions, the race to lower 
prices—that undermine both the differentiating power of those 
advantages and the ability of customers to understand the myr-
iad alternatives. These races support and promote the customer’s 
demand for sales effectiveness. The fact that other competitive 
factors are more or less equal gives the professionalism of the 
salesperson greater weight in the customer’s mind. The fact that 
the races often lead to increasingly sophisticated offerings cre-
ates greater customer dependence on sales professionals.

Of course, because sales effectiveness is a competitive advan-
tage, it is also subject to these same forces. If that’s the case, how-
ever, why has the demand risen and remained so high? The quick 
answer: the dramatic scarcity of highly effective salespeople.

The Supply Side of Sales Effectiveness

Millions of salespeople are working in business-to-business 
markets. But when we analyze customers’ actual purchase deci-
sions and correlate those decisions against carefully collected 
ratings of the various and competing salespeople they deal with, 
we find that there are far fewer salespeople whom they consider 
world-class professionals. Over the past fourteen years, we have 
interviewed 80,000 business customers and collected data on 
7,200 sales forces representing more than fifteen major indus-
tries. In the period between 1992 and 2002, business custom-
ers identified fewer than twenty of these sales organizations as 
world-class. In other words, they have awarded world-class sta-
tus to less than three-tenths of one percent of the sales forces that 
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they rated. (We should also note that these organizations some-
times represent only a single business group or division within 
a corporation, not its entire sales force and, most importantly, 
that having won in a given year was no guarantee of maintain-
ing that lofty accomplishment. In fact, four of the companies 
lost world-class status after being acquired by or having merged 
with another company.) 

Customer-Selected World-Class Sales Forces (1993–2002)

There are good reasons why highly effective salespeople are 
so hard to find:

First, senior leadership isn’t focused on the sales effective-
ness advantage. The commitment of senior leadership is the 
one requirement on which all corporate strategies and pro-
grams depend; by and large, however, the senior leaders of  
business-to-business sellers tend to be more focused on the sales 
numbers than on the capabilities of their sales forces. Many 
leaders, particularly in manufacturing sectors, don’t even think 
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of the process of getting their products into customers’ hands as 
a sales process. They think of this work as “distribution.” They 
talk about their sales forces—when they have sales forces—as 
one of several distribution channels.

One reason for this lack of focus is that most CEOs haven’t 
spent significant amounts of time as salespeople or sales man-
agers. Most of them have rotated through sales in short stints, 
usually early in their careers and in lower-echelon roles, on their 
way to the top of the corporate ladder. But, with a handful of 
notable exceptions (such as Hewlett-Packard CEO Mark Hurd 
and Lou Gerstner’s successor at IBM, Sam Palmisano), few have 
had substantial experience running sales organizations. As a 
result, corporate leaders tend to think of sales as what Jeff Thull, 
president of Prime Resource Group, so aptly calls a “black box.” 
He describes it like this:

The black box view of sales is an attitude that we frequently 
find among senior executives who do not have sales experience. 
To them, the workings of the sales department are largely a 
mystery. They can set goals and send them into the black box 
of the sales force, and they can tell whether the goals have been 
reached—after the fact. But they can’t effectively manage what 
happens between the two points.4

Compounding the problem is that there are also many other 
compelling issues competing for the attention of senior execu-
tives, not the least of which is the fulfillment of their corporate 
mission statements and strategies. Many leaders are aggressively 
pursuing promises to create total solutions for their customers 
or provide the highest quality product or the most competitive 
price. But the pursuit of mission statements that declare “We 
will have the most professional sales force in our industry” is far 
less common.

Further, sales effectiveness is typically not seen as a com-
petitive advantage that is worthy of undivided attention in the 
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CEO’s suite. Rather, the sales function is usually defined as 
a subprocess of marketing. When sales results meet or exceed 
their targets, the credit tends to go to the current strategic 
focus: “We successfully brought a total solution to market” or 

“Our drive for greater productivity allowed us to price more 
aggressively.” When the results fall short, however, it tends to 
get blamed on the sales department. As in, “We’ve got to get 
some new sales leadership in place and shake things up a lit-
tle.” It appears that most senior leaders do not realize that the 
fact that they are competing on low-differentiation influenc-
ers—such as price, quality, or the comprehensiveness of their 
solutions—rather than on sales effectiveness may be what is 
leading them to diminishing returns in the first place.

Second, most employer-sponsored sales training isn’t 
designed to deliver the right skills and behaviors. This is not 
to say that companies do not invest significant resources in the 
effort to create and develop their sales forces. They do. In fact, 
Training magazine’s annual U.S. Training Industry Study found 
that companies budgeted $51.1 billion for employee training in 
2005, and 52.4 percent of the companies surveyed report that 
they invest what is clearly a significant portion of those funds 
in sales training.5 However, when we consider the outcomes 
that the typical salesperson training is designed to produce, a 
fundamental disconnect quickly becomes apparent.

The most common forms of sales training are self-improvement 
programming, which is aimed at building the salesperson’s personal 
productivity, enthusiasm, and energy, and sales process training, 
which teaches salespeople to prospect, cold call, present, over-
come objections, close, and so on. Do these types of training 
enhance the effectiveness of salespeople? From the seller’s per-
spective, they certainly do. Salespeople who can’t manage their 
time or muster the energy to pick up the phone or who don’t 
know how to close surely aren’t going to be able to maximize 
their results. Although these two layers of training are important, 
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they nevertheless are typically the only training that salespeople 
receive, and that leaves an important part of the story untold.

If we consider the desired outcomes of sales training from 
the customer’s perspective, the training curriculum looks much 
less than complete. Customers don’t really care whether a sales-
person is eager to hit the phones in the morning, or how adept 
a salesperson is at setting appointments or delivering presenta-
tions. In fact, most of the skills that do matter to customers, 
as we’ll see in coming chapters, are left largely unaddressed 
in most sales training. Buyers obviously have a different set 
of needs than do sellers, and they want salespeople who are 
trained to meet those needs. If their needs aren’t met, they 
don’t complain about sales training; they simply refuse to buy 
at all, or they buy from a competitor. When sales training does 
address the customers’ needs, it usually only happens because 
their needs happen to align with those of the seller. By and 
large, sales training does not enhance sales effectiveness as 
defined by customers.

Another reason that sales training often neglects the cus-
tomer is that there is no widely accepted, well-established body 
of knowledge for the discipline of sales. The quality revolution, 
which initially focused the attention of our nation’s companies 
on a customer-first orientation, virtually bypassed sales orga-
nizations. TQM was not applied to sales, and there is no ISO 
certification for sales, nor has Six Sigma been applied to the 
sales function in any significant way.

Finally, even when sales training is not misdirected, the 
results it produces can be problematic. Some studies suggest 
that as little as 15 percent of employer-provided training “sticks” 
in the employee’s mind. All of this might be less serious if our 
colleges and universities were graduating future salespeople 
who were properly prepared for the day when they will enter 
the professional world, but as we will explain in the next point, 
our educational institutions also have a hand in the scarcity of 
sales effectiveness.
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Third, far too few salespeople are prepared for their careers 
prior to entering the work world. As mentioned earlier, senior 
leaders often do not see their sales forces as a source of competi-
tive advantage. One major reason for this is that their formal 
educations did not teach them to view the sales function in this 
light. At the time most of the leaders of our major corporations 
earned their undergraduate and graduate degrees, the colleges 
and universities they attended did not have well-developed sales 
curricula.

Surprisingly, the vast majority of the nation’s colleges and 
universities still do not consider the discipline of sales and sell-
ing as professional pursuits. (In academic circles, a profession 
is defined as a body of knowledge that has specialties, one or 
more “certifiable” or “licensable” bodies of expertise, and an 
accrediting process.) Instead, most institutions of higher learn-
ing offer a smattering of sales courses, such as Introduction to 
Sales and Sales Management, which are mainly attended by 
their marketing majors. Even these basic courses are often rela-
tively recent additions to the catalogs of business schools. For 
example, Baylor University now has a nationally known sales 
curriculum, but it wasn’t until the late 1980s and early 1990s 
(according to Dr. Jeff Tanner of Baylor’s Hankamer School of 
Business) that sales courses began appearing there.

Formal academic certificate and degree programs in profes-
sional selling are very rare, and those that do exist are still in 
early developmental stages compared to other business special-
ties. The Sales Centre at Ohio University established one of the 
first certification programs for sales in 1997. It awards a Sales 
Certificate that is recognized on the university transcript after 
the successful completion of a 28-credit hour curriculum that 
includes a 300-hour internship.6 One of the first institutions to 
offer a bachelor of business administration in professional selling 
was Baylor’s Hankamer School of Business, and it only awarded 
its first degree in that major in 2003. The world’s first bachelor 
of science degree in professional sales didn’t appear until April 
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2005, when William Paterson University announced it had 
established that degree track. Although it’s true that sales pro-
grams are starting to sprout up in the nation’s colleges and uni-
versities, as of this writing, only 35 of the nation’s 4,158 colleges 
and universities offer degree programs in professional selling.

The very limited number of degree programs in professional 
selling stands in sharp contrast to the numbers of students who 
finish their schooling and enter the sales profession. Here’s a 
statistic that surprises everyone who hears it: Two-thirds of col-
lege graduates now take sales jobs upon the completion of their 
formal education. It’s actually not so surprising, when you think 
about it. Sales jobs have long been a common entry point to 
the corporate world for students with liberal arts degrees in 
disciplines such as English, art, history, and other nonbusiness 
areas. Students with business degrees, who often earn spots in 
the management trainee programs of major corporations, often 
find themselves starting in sales too.

So, we have roughly 66 percent of college and university 
graduates entering sales jobs, and 0.8 percent of colleges and 
universities preparing them for those jobs. It’s obvious that the 
demand for sales effectiveness is not being met in the academic 
world.

Further, the opinions given by expert sources at places like 
the Sales Centre at Ohio University suggest that the numbers 
of graduates entering sales is going to rise. The continued and 
often accelerating offshoring of business functions and pro-
cesses is narrowing the job choices of America’s graduates. It 
isn’t just blue-collar jobs that we’re losing. Related managerial 
positions in operations such as manufacturing and warehousing 
and distribution are migrating along with those functions.

Many other white-collar jobs are moving overseas too, and 
not just in the widely recognized sectors of software develop-
ment, customer service, and call-center operations. Journalism 
jobs are being offshored; for example, in August 2004, Reuters 
Group PLC, the global business information giant, announced 
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that it would cut costs by eliminating twenty editorial positions 
in the United States and Europe and hiring up to sixty replace-
ments in India.7 That same year, Business 2.0 conducted a 
much-publicized experiment when it offshored the writing and 
production of a full section of the magazine. Legal services are 
being offshored, too. The Wall Street Journal recently reported 
that DuPont uses lawyers in India to help draft its patent appli-
cations; DirectoryM, an online marketing firm, offshored legal 
research to India. Forrester Research calculated that 29,000 
legal jobs would be outsourced, mainly to India, by 2008.8

This is not a harangue against offshoring. That is an eco-
nomic trend that is driven by globalization, and it is simply one 
of the realities of free market economies. Rather, it is evidence 
to support the increasing proportion of sales jobs in our econ-
omy as a whole. As other professions are offshored, the sales job 
category will grow in relative size and importance. These jobs 
will account for a larger percentage of our overall work force. 
Retail sales and, more important for our purposes in this book, 
face-to-face professional sales, usually won’t lend themselves to 
outsourcing overseas. They both require immediacy and real-
time interaction. Further, sellers will be loath to outsource a 
function that will increasingly be seen as a core competency. 
That translates into both a continuing shortage and an ever-
growing demand for sales effectiveness.

Bridging the Sales Effectiveness Gap

Demand is high, supply is low, and the outlook is more of the 
same. The result is a gap, a Sales Effectiveness Gap, which 
stands between the customer’s needs and the current skill level 
of salespeople. By the way, this gap may also help explain why 
such a great percentage of new salespeople are insufficiently pre-
pared, fail to produce adequate results, and quickly leave (or 
lose) their positions.
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Now, let’s begin to focus on the opportunity instead of the 
problem. Customers tell us that they want to buy, and that they 
do buy, from highly effective sales professionals. We know that 
they consider very few salespeople to be “world-class profession-
als,” so it’s clear that whatever skills and capabilities we’ve been 
teaching salespeople in the past aren’t fulfilling their customers’ 
needs. So, a valuable opportunity exists for sales professionals 
who can capture the competitive advantage of sales effectiveness.

The first key to bridging the Sales Effectiveness Gap and 
capturing that advantage is defining what sales effectiveness 
means to customers. It is the customer’s definition of sales excel-
lence that is of primary importance in the quest for superior 
sales results. The importance of a customer-first focus probably 
doesn’t come as a big surprise to you, but despite all the talk 
about it, true customer focus remains a critical input that is 
often overlooked when sales expertise is being considered. Just 
look at the bias toward sales process and personal productiv-
ity in most sales training, and the bias toward solutions in the 
materials and presentations that salespeople give to customers. 
(They almost always devote surprisingly little attention to the 
customer.) The result is that in the typical sale there is too much 
emphasis on the seller and the seller’s solutions, and too little on 
the customer and the customer’s requirements.

The larger goal of our Customer-Selected World-Class Sales 
Excellence studies has been to illuminate the customer side of 
the sales equation. We’ve now spent thirteen years surveying 
business-to-business customers in order to learn (a) what goals 
they expect sales professionals to help them accomplish in their 
businesses, and (b) which sales skills actually provide benefit 
in the pursuit of those goals. The answers that customers have 
given us, along with the correlation of that information to the 
actual purchasing behavior of those customers and the bench-
marking of the sales forces that they defined as world-class, now 
enable us to confidently propose the answers to those two ques-
tions. As we’ve said, our purpose in this book is to use these 



The Sales Professional Is the Sale

21

findings to help you capture the competitive advantage of sales 
effectiveness, and to use that advantage to become a world-class 
sales professional.

◆  ◆  ◆

In the next chapter, we will step into the business-to- 
business customer’s world and try to answer the question, 

“What goals do customers expect you to help them accom-
plish?” We will identify and explore the three major customer 
demands and trends that are driving the business-to-business 
sales environment. Then, in the seven chapters of Part Two and 
Part Three, we will answer the second question: “What skills 
must you bring to the sale in order to satisfy your customers’ 
demands?” These chapters will detail the customer rules and 
the roles you must be able to assume to fulfill them.
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Chapter 2

What Your Customers Want

If you are a business-to-business salesperson, the most 

obvious measure of your effectiveness is the volume and 

the quality of business you earn from your customers. Your 

job is to engage customers, sell them products and services 

that can deliver the business results they desire, and ensure 

they receive those results so that they will allow you to 

repeat the process. At the end of predetermined time peri-

ods—each day, week, month, quarter, and/or year—the 

business you write is tallied, and your employer rewards 

you accordingly.

Many people are attracted to sales careers because they like 
working in a job where their performance and their rewards are 
so tangibly connected. They like the fact that their compensa-
tion, in addition to being potentially unlimited, is driven by 
their results. But what is the source of their sales results?

The only direct source of sales success is the customer’s deci-
sion to buy. If enough customers decide to buy from you and 
they buy often enough, you make a significant contribution to 
your company’s revenue growth, meet and exceed your sales 
quotas and targets, and earn your salary, commissions, and 
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bonuses. If customers do not decide to buy from you (and that 
result occurs too frequently), negative and opposite reactions 
begin to occur. In a more direct manner than in most other 
business careers, your success as a salesperson is in the hands of 
your customers.

Everything else that we identify with sales excellence is actu-
ally an indirect source of success. The offering price, the features 
of the offering, the value that the offering delivers, and espe-
cially, the skills and behaviors of the salesperson are all aimed 
at influencing the customer’s decision to buy. These attributes 
do not create sales success in and of themselves. However, when 
they cause the customer to act as intended, they result in a deci-
sion to buy, which in turn creates sales success.

This should sound like common sense to you (and rightly 
so), but too often, this causal chain gets abbreviated. Many sales 
experts, for instance, use a sort of shorthand: they tell us that a 
certain process or technique or mindset will create sales success, 
rather than saying that it will influence the customer’s decision to 
buy, which in turn will create sales success. This is more than an 
exercise in semantics. The problem with abbreviating the causal 
chain in this way is that the customer—and the customer’s direct 
role in your success—drops out of the equation.

Does Your Customer Come First?

Anything that causes us to lose sight of the primary role that cus-
tomers play in sales success is dangerous. The danger increases 
when sales success starts to appear to be directly attributable to 
something other than customers, and “what customers want” 
becomes a secondary, or even worse, an inconsequential source 
of success.

By now, it’s hard to believe that customers don’t always 
come first in the minds of salespeople and their employers. The 
primacy of customers in business has been accepted for decades, 
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and not just in sales alone. In 1954, more than a half century 
ago now, Peter Drucker clearly articulated the customer’s role in 
business in his seminal book The Practice of Management. After 
declaring that the “only valid definition of business purpose” is 

“to create a customer,” Drucker goes on to say:

It is the customer who determines what a business is. For it is 
the customer, and he alone, who through being willing to pay 
for a good or for a service, converts economic resources into 
wealth, things into goods. What the business thinks it produces 
is not of first importance—especially not to the future of the 
business and its success. What a customer thinks he is buying, 
what he considers “value,” is decisive—it determines what a 
business is, what it produces and whether it will prosper.9

As a result of Drucker’s precepts, as well as those of many 
other management experts, the logical insistence that all busi-
nesses are first and foremost customer-driven has elevated cus-
tomer focus to one of the most often heard corporate rallying 
cries. Business-to-business sellers are constantly proclaiming 
that they are “close to the customer” and, most recently, “cus-
tomer-centric.” Nevertheless, customer-centricity is fervently 
advocated far more often than it is effectively achieved. Here 
are three reasons why.

Reason #1: Strategic Disconnects
The long-term corporate strategies of sellers often cause 

them to become disconnected from their customers. Compa-
nies tend to define themselves in terms of a “driving force.” In 
the 1970s, Benjamin Tregoe, the cofounder of the consulting 
firm Kepner-Tregoe, Inc., introduced the idea that there was 
one and only one driving force that should be the primary 
determinant of a company’s strategy. Tregoe said that there 
were nine (later reduced to eight) possible driving forces a  
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company could choose among. Only one of them, “market 
needs,” was explicitly customer-focused.10 Over the years, many 
other consultants and academicians adopted and adapted the 
driving-force concept. The problem with it, as with sales strate-
gies and techniques, is that it is easy to slip into the mistake of 
thinking that your company’s driving force, rather than the 
patronage of its customers, is the source of its success.

The farther your company’s driving force is from the cus-
tomer, the more common this problem becomes. Companies 
that are “return-driven” and define success by shareholder 
value often run afoul of their customers in the quest for short-
term profit maximization. In a particularly egregious example, 
between 1998 and 2001, a handful of energy companies, includ-
ing Enron, artificially inflated electricity prices in California, 
thereby causing the people of the state to pay $6.2 billion in 
overcharges.11 Clearly, this is a serious perversion of the idea of 
customer focus.

“Production-driven” companies can also devalue the cus-
tomer in the quest to maximize efficiency and output. Henry 
Ford’s wildly popular Model T was originally available in five 
body colors. By 1914, Ford had eliminated all but one, giving 
rise to his apocryphal quote: “You can have it in any color you 
want, as long as it’s black.” The reduction in color alternatives 
reduced the time needed to finish a car from two weeks to just a 
day and a half. But Ford’s myopic unwillingness to provide the 
options that customers wanted also led to the rise of his great-
est competitor, General Motors. GM offered a wide variety of 
models and options, and rose to dominate the auto industry for 
the rest of the twentieth century.12

“Technology-driven” companies also fall prey to the “build 
it and they will come” mentality. They have been known to 
leave their customers behind in the pursuit of innovation and 
increasingly sophisticated products. In fact, this is such a com-
mon occurrence that Harvard Business School’s Clayton Chris-
tensen, who has studied the effect of innovation on corporate 
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and industry performance, has given it a name: “performance 
oversupply.”13

Reason #2: Short-Term Goal Conflicts
Often, the customer does not come first because salespeople 

and their companies have short-term goals that conflict with 
the customer’s best interests. All salespeople have personal goals. 
For instance, they work hard to fulfill their quotas and hit sales 
targets. They rightly want to maximize their personal income 
and earn bonuses.

Salespeople also have goals that are imposed on them by 
their employers. Their companies make them responsible for 
bolstering revenues, especially as the end of reporting periods 
loom. They are expected to sell excess inventory, as well as meet 
the sales targets for newly developed products and services.

These goals are neither improper nor unethical in and of 
themselves; they all are legitimate sales goals. At the same time, 
however, we should recognize that none of them are customer-
focused goals. A salesperson’s personal success and/or a vendor’s 
corporate success do not provide a direct benefit to the customer. 
In fact, there are many occasions, such as when a vendor charges 
one customer a higher price than another for a product, or a sales-
person encourages a customer to buy a product even though it is 
not the best alternative, when the short-term success of a vendor 
or a salesperson is antithetical to the customer’s success.

Reason #3: Customer Data Shortfalls
Finally, sellers fail to put customers first because they sim-

ply do not know what their customers want, expect, and hope 
to achieve. Nor, by and large, do they know the costs and the 
value associated with their relationships with their customers.

“Customer satisfaction” is the metric that most often features 
prominently on CEO scorecards, in employee incentive programs, 
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and in advertising and other marketing campaigns. Most com-
panies use customer satisfaction surveys to determine how well 
they are serving their customers. But, as Fred Reichheld, direc-
tor emeritus at Bain & Co., refreshingly declares, “[S]atisfaction 
surveys are a joke.” He lists ten reasons why this is so, including 
that most are poorly constructed, not validated against customer 
behavior, subject to manipulation, and not actionable.14

In fact, most sellers, whom we would expect to exaggerate 
their own levels of customer knowledge, admit that they are not 
close to their customers. In 2005, an annual study of business 
executives conducted by the Strativity Group, Inc., found that:

9	 58 percent of executives said that their company “does not 
conduct true dialogue with customers.”

9	 66.8 percent of executives said that they “don’t meet fre-
quently with customers.”

9	 59 percent said that the role of the customer was “not well-
defined” at their companies.

9	 54 percent said that their company “does not deserve cus-
tomer loyalty.”

Strativity also found that the majority of the executives sur-
veyed did not know the cost of customer complaint (90.3 percent), 
the cost of complaint resolution (90 percent), their annual cus-
tomer retention rate (73.8 percent), the annual value of a cus-
tomer (87.1 percent), or the cost of acquiring a new customer 
(91.4 percent). The firm’s hard-to-fault conclusion: “Companies 
remained self-centric, transaction-based and product-focused.”15

The Hierarchy of Customer Wants

While the barriers to putting customers first can appear 
daunting, salespeople have no choice but to overcome them. 
To become truly effective as a salesperson and win favorable  
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customer decisions, your strategic focus must be customer-
driven. After all, no matter what drives you and your company, 
it is the customer’s decision to buy that drives sales and corpo-
rate success.

This also means that the customer’s best interests come before 
your personal goals and your company’s goals. This voluntary, but 
nevertheless rigorous, commitment to the customer’s best interests 
is one of the integral components of a profession. All professionals 
in the formal sense of the word—doctors, lawyers, accountants, 
and so on—are expected to adopt and exhibit this characteristic 
(and are censured if they do not). If sales is to become a profession, 
salespeople must make the same commitment.

In order to become a customer-centric salesperson, you first 
must see the world from your customer’s perspective. You need 
to know what your customers are hoping to accomplish as well 
as why your customers are looking to you for help. This knowl-
edge provides the foundation that defines and supports the roles, 
behaviors, and skills you need to master to become an effective 
salesperson. The specific details of customer knowledge will, of 
course, vary by the individual customer and industry. But in 
generic terms, all of the answers that the business customers 
we’ve surveyed over the past fourteen years have given us follow 
one of three common themes. These themes fit into a hierar-
chy of wants that encompasses what business customers look to 
salespeople and vendors to provide.

The hierarchy of customer wants is like a pyramid with 
three ascending levels. The base of the pyramid is the funda-
mental want that underlies everything customers seek from 
sellers: the demand for substantiated value. Businesses seek a 
return on every investment they make, and to be of value, these 
returns must be tangible as well as measurable in financial 
terms. The second customer want resides in the middle of the 
pyramid, supported by the demand for value: the demand for 
solutions. Customers do not relate to value—cost savings and/or 
increased revenues—in terms of products and services. Instead, 
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they think in terms of solutions and how those solutions enable 
them to resolve problems and/or capture opportunities. At the 
peak of the pyramid is the third customer want: the demand for 
outsourcing. Outsourcing is the most sophisticated expression 
of the customer desire for solutions. It requires that vendors 
actually take ownership of, execute, and manage a portion of 
the customer’s business.

The Hierarchy of Customer Wants

Outsourcing

Solutions, 	
not products and services

Substantiated value

Want #1: “We Want Substantiated Value”
Your corporate customers express success in financial terms, 

such as revenues, net income, operating expenses, and net earn-
ings. They must be able to judge the value of the products and 
services you are trying to sell them in those same terms. Fur-
ther, they do not want anecdotal proof of value, such as case 
studies of your existing customers. Nor do they want generic 
proof of value, such as studies that compare the performance of 
your existing customers against industry averages. They want a 
customized, quantified return on investment (ROI), and more 
often than ever before, they want you to guarantee that they 
will attain the ROI specified. They want substantiated value.
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The customer demand for substantiated value is being 
driven by two growth trajectories. First, it is growing as the 
products and services you are offering your customers become 
more sophisticated, and the impact of your offerings on your 
customers’ businesses becomes more difficult for customers to 
understand on their own. Second, it is growing because of eco-
nomic conditions. Corporate spending has been reduced and 
increasingly more carefully scrutinized since the evaporation of 
the “irrational exuberance” that drove corporate performance 
at the turn of the century. Since 2000, both of these trajectories 
have joined to create a nearly unanimous customer demand for 
proven, tangible value in business-to-business transactions.

The evidence of this demand is clear among buyers of infor-
mation technology (IT), which remains one of the largest and 
most diverse of the business-to-business markets. In 2002, the 
year after the meltdown of the dot-coms (as well as many of 
the IT vendors that were depending on them for continued 
high growth), Ernst and Young surveyed Fortune 1000 IT buy-
ers and found that 79 percent of them considered “financial 
justification” an important part of their purchasing decisions. 
Eight out of ten IT buyers also expected vendors to provide 
that financial justification. Interestingly, however, these find-
ings stand in stark contrast to how well IT buyers believe that 
vendors fulfill the demand for substantiated value. In the same 
Ernst and Young survey, only 2 percent of IT buyers said that 
vendors were exceeding their expectations in communicating 
financial value. Further, only 2 percent said they trusted vendor-
supplied metrics.16

This is not an isolated case of customer skepticism. In 2003, 
Network World invited its readers to participate in an ad hoc sur-
vey about ROI calculators—the software programs that many 
sellers have adopted to help estimate the value of their solutions 
for customers. It found that customer trust in vendor ROI cal-
culators decreases the higher up the corporate ladder that the 
customer resides. One-third of low-level managers said that they 
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did not trust the calculators, but 87 percent of mid-level manag-
ers and 100 percent of executives said they did not trust them.17 
Clearly the ability to provide credible ROI estimates represents a 
major opportunity for business-to-business salespeople.

This all points to the fact that there is rarely alignment in 
the way salespeople are engaging business customers and the 
way that customers want to be engaged. Craig Wilson, direc-
tor of corporate marketing at International Paper, described the 
two camps very well during a global survey of senior sales exec-
utives we conducted in 2002. “There is a difference between 
selling and value managing,” he said. “Selling is about what 
you want the customers to hear about your product and your 
features. Value managing is understanding what the customer 
needs, providing the benefits the customer is looking for, and 
having the customer understand how those benefits translate 
into either a better top line or a better bottom line.”

One major cause for the misalignment is the fact that sub-
stantiating the financial metrics of products and services for cus-
tomers is no simple matter. When your products and services 
have multiple impacts within the customer’s organization, met-
rics can be hard to identify and measure. Credible value calcula-
tions can require a high degree of access as well as a substantial 
investment in time that salespeople and/or customers are often 
unwilling to undertake. Sometimes, the levels of return that 
customers expect are unrealistic. In a 2005 InformationWeek 
poll, 53 percent of buyers said that they require a 100 percent 
return on their IT investments within the first year!18 It is obvi-
ously impossible to meet such a demand if you sell enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) software or radio frequency identifica-
tion (RFID) solutions that can take years to fully implement. 
Sometimes, the levels of return that salespeople promise are 
unrealistic, too. That’s one good reason vendor-supplied ROI 
figures are less than credible to so many buyers.

These difficulties notwithstanding, the first of the three 
“wants” of business customers is clear and, increasingly, not open 
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to negotiation. Corporate buyers are demanding that their suppli-
ers prove their sales promises by demonstrating, delivering, and 
quantifying the value of the solutions they purchase. They want 
to be able to evaluate their vendors in the same way they evaluate 
their internal operations. They want measurable results and they 
want vendors whom they can hold accountable for those results.

Want #2: “We Want Solutions, Not Products  
and Services”
Your corporate customers are not the least bit interested in 

buying your products and services. They are interested in operat-
ing as efficiently as possible, in fulfilling the needs and demands 
of their own customers to the best of their ability, and in meet-
ing their corporate growth and financial targets. Your customers’ 
desire for your products and services extends only as far as those 
products and services can help fulfill these goals. This is the real-
ity that lies behind the second “want” that business customers 
have articulated in our surveys: the demand for solutions.

Some observers see the customer demand for solutions as 
one that has only recently emerged, but this is not a new phe-
nomenon. Business customers have never been interested in 
buying products and services. They always made purchases in 
order to solve problems and capture opportunities. Their inter-
est in solutions, however, is often obscured by their behavior 
and by the accepted sales wisdom that developed around it.

Take a copy machine, for instance. When the toner cartridge 
is depleted, the customer buys a new one. He buys it based on 
product attributes—availability, life of the product, price, and 
quality. But he actually wants copies, not toner. He knows he 
cannot get the copies he needs without it. Since the customer 
already knows that a toner cartridge is the right solution to the 
problem, you can focus solely on its attributes and win the sale.

But what happens when the solution is not so evi-
dent? Say the customer is opening a new office and needs to  
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properly equip it. He could buy a copier or a scanner or an all-
in-one printer. He could buy a high-output machine that will 
be shared on a network or provide smaller machines on each 
desktop. He could buy outright or finance or lease. All of these 
alternatives add complexity to the customer’s decision. Unless 
he is an expert on document handling, he probably does not 
understand the many different solutions available or even the 
different kinds of document services his office will require. If 
you call on this customer and attempt to sell him a copier based 
on its attributes, you are not addressing any of these issues, and 
therefore are unlikely to win the sale.

In addition to the complexities that arise when the cus-
tomer’s problem is difficult to clearly define, buying decisions 
also become harder as solutions become more sophisticated. 
Technology is always advancing, and the number of options 
that sellers offer customers tends to grow over time. The more 
choice the customer has, the more difficult the buying decision. 
Buying decisions also become harder as customer constraints 
increase. Business customers, especially senior executives, have 
greater spans of responsibility than ever before. They have less 
and less time to make more and more decisions, often on issues 
with which they are not fully conversant. They do not have the 
time or expertise needed to immerse themselves in the details 
of your products and services. They need to think in terms of 
solving problems and/or capturing opportunities. In these situ-
ations, customers want salespeople who think along these same 
lines, rather than in terms of features and benefits. They look 
to salespeople as consultants and advisors who can guide them 
through the maze of alternatives to the best solution.

By and large, business-to-business salespeople and their 
managers are well aware of the demand for solutions. In our 
2002 Business Challenges survey, we interviewed more than 
ninety senior sales executives from business-to-business sellers 
located around the world. We asked them, “How will sales-
people have to change or develop in the future in order to help 
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drive company growth?” The answer given three times more 
often than any other, by more than 60 percent of the executives, 
was “more competence ‘consulting.’” They want to develop sales 
forces that are able to sell solutions. They want salespeople who 
are experts at sales strategies such as consultative selling and 
solution selling.

“The sales professional will have to become more competent 
in the issues that our customers are grappling with,” Jack Luker, 
VP of Sales at Xpedx, explained to us. “Customers are demand-
ing solution-based value propositions that bring measurable 
value to their bottom line. Product features and benefits are 
still important, but the thrust of our propositions today must 
be based on a more elaborate set of value drivers. The ability 
of the sales professional to rise to this expectation can be a key 
differentiator.”

The recognition of the customer’s demand for solutions and 
the desire to create sales forces that can sell solutions continues 
to spread through the business-to-business arena. In May 2005, 
Deloitte Consulting LLP hosted a forum attended by senior 
sales executives from more than thirty of the world’s largest 
companies. Deloitte surveyed the attendees and reported that 

“100 percent said their companies were highly committed to 
selling solutions—not just products.”19

The fact that every attendee at the Deloitte forum was pur-
suing solution-based sales strategies is certainly indicative of the 
customer demand. But even more interesting is the fact that 48 
percent of the executives also admitted that they had not yet 
achieved the returns they expected from solution selling. Only 
15 percent responded, “Yes, very much so,” when asked if they 
had achieved their expected returns. Recognizing the customer 
demand for solutions and actually fulfilling that demand have 
turned out to be two very different things. It is also a gap we 
hope to help you bridge in the coming chapters.

Basically, your customers want to partner with suppliers who 
demonstrate a comprehensive understanding of their business 
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and who are capable of solving their problems. Selling discrete 
products and services isn’t enough to fulfill this demand. Instead, 
your customers are searching for vendors who can apply, imple-
ment, and manage solutions to their problems. Major business-
to-business sellers already recognize this customer need, but as 
yet, most have not yet been able to fully satisfy it.

Want #3: “We Want to Outsource Everything Except 
Our Core Competencies”
Your corporate customers are in the midst of the largest jet-

tisoning of business processes in history, and they are searching 
for vendors they can trust to execute a wide variety of activities 
ranging from accounts payable to research and development. 
These customers are following the lead of highly successful 
companies such as Beaverton, Oregon–based Nike, Inc., the 
world’s leading shoemaker, which garnered widespread atten-
tion as an outsourcing pioneer.

Nike does not manufacture any of its footwear. Instead, it 
invests its time and resources in product design and develop-
ment, and marketing and sales. It contracts with other compa-
nies to manufacture its many products, a strategy that allows the 
company to avoid huge investments in plants, equipment, opera-
tional management, workers, and so on. As of May 31, 2004, 
Nike’s outsourced manufacturing included 830 contract facto-
ries employing more than 624,631 contract workers globally.20

Nike’s business model is one that more and more companies 
have adopted. It is powered by the concept of “core compe-
tencies,” first introduced by professors Gary Hamel and C. K. 
Prahalad in a popular Harvard Business Review article and later 
expanded upon in their book Competing for the Future. Hamel 
and Prahalad suggested that every company had numerous 
competencies, which they defined as bundles of skills and tech-
nologies. But, they went on to theorize, the key to business 
success was a Nike-like focus on “those competencies that lie at 

What Your Customers Want



A chie    v e  sa  l es   e xce  l l e n ce

36

the center, rather than the periphery, of long-term competitive 
advantage.”21 In other words, the focus needs to be on only 
those core competencies capable of creating customer value 
leverage, distinctive differentiation in the marketplace, and an 
array of opportunities for the future.

If your customers believe the key to success is focusing all of 
their efforts and resources on core competencies, what does that 
mean for all of the other activities they conduct in the process 
of doing business? Rather than leave those activities starved for 
attention and hobbled, the logical answer is to outsource them 
to vendors who see them as core competencies. Thus, the race to 
capture leadership in the arenas defined by core competencies 
has also helped create and accelerate the customer demand for 
outsourcing non-core activities.

Your customers are able to fulfill this demand with ever-
increasing ease. Advances in information technology have cre-
ated bridges over geographic boundaries, both enabling and 
encouraging the outsourcing demand. The digital revolution 
and global networks allow customers to send their processes, 
and obtain the products and services needed to execute them, 
anywhere in the world.

The lowering of ideological and political boundaries has also 
provided your customers with innumerable new outsourcing 
opportunities. Harvard University’s Richard B. Freeman, Ash-
erman Professor of Economics, studies the impact of what he 
calls “The Great Doubling.” Freeman is referring to the literal 
doubling of the global work force—to 2.93 billion workers—
that has occurred since 1990 as India, China, and the nations 
of the former Soviet bloc have joined the global economy.22  
A notable result of this huge increase in the supply of both skilled 
and unskilled labor has been the corporate drive to capture the 
savings inherent in this glut of labor. The offshoring of a broad 
diversity of jobs, which we described in the previous chapter, is 
one consequence of this reality. The offshoring of outsourcing 
services and business processes is another.
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The evidence of the growing customer demand for outsourcing 
is all around us. The exact size of the global outsourcing market 
is hard to nail down, but current estimates start at around $300 
billion annually. Executives at the research firm Gartner, Inc., 
report that by 2008, services outsourcing, which is the newest and  
fastest-growing segment of the market, will reach $750 billion.23

More evidence can be seen in the rush of companies to ser-
vice the fast-growing demand for outsourcing. IBM’s success 
over the past decade has been driven by its recognition of and 
adjustment to this trend. Its much-heralded return to profitabil-
ity under the leadership of Lou Gerstner was driven by a switch 
from a product orientation to a service orientation. Now, under 
Sam Palmisano’s leadership, the company has left its equipment 
roots even farther behind, selling off its PC business to Chinese 
computer maker Lenovo and continuing the shift from ser-
vices to outsourcing. In 2005, IBM reported that the revenues 
from its Strategic Outsourcing business, its IT outsourcing arm, 
reached $19.7 billion, making it the world’s leading outsourcing 
company by revenue.

Accenture, the consulting arm of the now-defunct account-
ing firm Arthur Andersen & Company, has also been trans-
forming itself to fulfill the customer demand for outsourcing. 
In fiscal 2004 and 2005, outsourcing was the engine that drove 
growth at Accenture, providing $5 billion and $5.99 billion 
in revenue, respectively, according to its SEC filings. The con-
sulting firm now provides a wide variety of outsourcing ser-
vices: business process outsourcing in functions such as human 
resources, finance and accounting, and procurement; applica-
tion outsourcing, such as the development and management of 
enterprise-level software programs including PeopleSoft, SAP, 
and Oracle; and infrastructure outsourcing, such as technical 
support, security, and network management.

These billions in outsourcing dollars all come from a sin-
gle source: business customers who want to be able to focus 
on what they do best (whether it be development, production,  
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distribution, sales, or service), lower their costs, and enhance 
their productivity. In this process of focusing, they are seek-
ing to outsource everything that is not central to their business, 
and to do so constructively and at the most cost-effective price.

Translating Customer Wants into Sales Excellence

The three customer wants revealed during our Customer-
Selected World Class Sales Excellence studies are more than 
a wish list. They are a mandate and a challenge to you. Your 
customers’ hierarchy of wants drives their expectations and 
demands of vendors, and it should drive your company’s 
responses, too. Most important for our purposes here, the fact 
that your customers want substantiated value in return for their 
investments, solutions rather than products and services, and 
the opportunity to outsource their non-core activities should 
also shape your approach to selling.

When we identified the three customer wants during our 
studies, we reached something of a defining moment ourselves. 
Now that we knew what customers wanted to accomplish, we 
were able to ask them the next logical question: “How do you 
want salespeople to support you in pursuit of your goals?”

Of course, in terms of generating results that are statisti-
cally valid, our job was not quite as simple as asking customers 
a single question. We needed to define and focus a series of 
questions. We had to ask them properly, as well as interpret and 
record answers. In addition, we had to determine the “share 
of wallet” that each respondent awarded each salesperson, and 
correlate their answers against the purchasing behavior.

This work entailed sorting and coding hundreds of thou-
sands of responses of business customers into what turned out 
to be fifteen categories. Then, those categories were reduced 
to those that are directly applicable to salespeople, and within 
their control. Next, they were weighted to ensure that they were 



39

statistically significant, because there is no point in devoting 
time and effort to developing sales skills that are not capable 
of creating a substantial result. Ultimately, seven factors were 
revealed, factors that business-to-business customers believe 
define the world-class salesperson.

Factors predicting world-class sales status, 1993 versus 2000

1. Personally manages my satisfaction........59%
	 38%
2. Understands our business........................24%
	 27%
3. Is a customer advocate............................21%
	 15%
4. Is knowledgeable of applications.............19%
	 25%
5. Is easily accessible...................................10%
	 N/A
6. Solves our problems...................................9%
	 13%
7. Is innovative in response to our needs.......6%
	 21%

The seven factors that business customers most often identi-
fied offer us two major insights: the behavioral rules that they 
expect salespeople to adhere to, and the corresponding profes-
sional roles, and the associated skills, that they expect salespeo-
ple to embody. These are the seven customer rules and the sales 
roles that support them:

Rule #1: “You must be personally accountable for our 
desired results.” The best salespeople, and those to whom cus-
tomers award the largest portion of their business, take personal 
responsibility for the customer’s results. Of course, these salespeo-
ple neither do all of the work that is required themselves, nor are 
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they directly employed by their customers. But they do act as the 
single point of contact for the customer and they ensure that cus-
tomers buy the best solutions and achieve the value they expected. 
They act as business agents—that is, surrogate managers—who 
are responsible for every aspect of the relationship between the 
buyer and seller, especially the achievement of solution benefits.

Rule #2: “You must understand our business.” This rule 
flows logically from the first: in order to personally manage a 
customer account, salespeople must understand the customer’s 
business. This requires a deeper understanding than the qualifi-
cation profile that most salespeople use to identify prospects. It 
means understanding how the customer’s business works—its 
competencies and business strategies and organizational culture. 
It means understanding the customer’s customer. It means see-
ing the customer’s business as its CEO sees the business.

Rule #3: “You must be on our side.” Although customers 
have little or no control over what happens to their purchases 
within the seller’s company, the seller’s internal processes, such 
as design, manufacturing, and logistics, can have a tremendous 
impact on the results they obtain. For this reason, customers 
expect salespeople to be their representatives within the seller’s 
organization. The best salespeople ensure that the solutions that 
their customers have purchased move through their own com-
panies as required and promised. When necessary, they manip-
ulate their own company’s systems to see that the customer 
is properly served. They also act as the voice of the customer, 
keeping their company informed of the needs and desires pres-
ent in the marketplace. They are advocates and expediters, rep-
resenting the best interests of the customer throughout the sales 
engagement and within the seller’s organization.

Rule #4: “You must bring us applications.” Customers 
want salespeople who think beyond features and benefits to 
applications. They want to know how to use products and ser-
vices to achieve their goals, and they want to be sure the solu-
tions they buy can be properly implemented in their unique 



41

environment. That’s why the best salespeople act as consultants, 
assisting customers in their quest to capture the promised value 
of features and benefits through effective application.

Rule #5: “You must be easily accessible.” Global is local 
in today’s transnational, 24/7 business-to-business environ-
ment. This ongoing expansion of corporate boundaries has 
been accompanied by a corresponding growth in customer 
demand for local, accessible sales representation. Today’s best 
salespeople are travelers who leap geographic, political, and cul-
tural boundaries to instantly relieve customers’ stress.

Rule #6: “You must solve our problems.” In yesterday’s 
sales world, the closing of the sale marked the end of the sales 
engagement and the salesperson’s responsibilities. Today, the 
closing of the sale simply marks the end of the beginning. Cus-
tomers expect salespeople to not only solve their problems dur-
ing the transaction itself, but throughout the full term of the 
business relationship. The best salespeople act as troubleshooters 
who realize the inevitability of problems and, instead of hiding 
from them, commit to solving them quickly and effectively.

Rule #7: “You must be innovative in responding to our 
needs.” Because change is the only constant in today’s business-
to-business environment, your customers expect you to respond 
with proactive and continuous innovation to their spoken and 
unspoken needs. To meet this demand, the best sales profes-
sionals are adopting the role of the innovator, acting as the point 
person in this effort and, as the closest customer contact, being 
the first to recognize and react to new business opportunities.

◆  ◆  ◆

These are the rules and roles that represent your customers’ 
definitions of world-class selling in business-to-business mar-
kets. They are also the quickest route to the only direct source 
of sales success—the customer’s decision to buy. We will explore 
each of the rules in greater detail in the next seven chapters.

What Your Customers Want
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Part Two

The Foundational Rules of Professional 
Competence

From a statistical point of view, when the criteria that 

predict an outcome are considered as a group, they 

must be weighted. This is because each influences the other 

criteria as well as the predicted outcome. When we apply 

the proper weighting factors to the seven skills that busi-

ness customers say define world-class salespeople, we find 

that the first three skills have a disproportionately large 

influence on sales success. These three skills, which we call 

the foundational rules of professional competence, are the 

ones that are capable of lifting a salesperson above the vast 

majority of their colleagues and competitors in their cus-

tomers’ minds.

The most striking characteristic of the first three rules is that 
they bear no relation to standard sales skills, such as lead gener-
ation, cold calling, overcoming objections, and closing. Rather, 
they represent the first three sales competencies. The rules and 
the competencies are derived from and directly connected to 
the top three factors that actually predict which salespeople will 
win the initial business and the continuing, exceptional loyalty 
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of their customers and thus, earn world-class sales status. Fur-
ther, because the rules are customer-defined, they reflect the 
customer’s goals in purchasing goods and services.

As we’ve seen, these goals are driven by the desire to out-
source the acquisition of substantiated business value. Naturally, 
business customers expect the people who are selling them this 
outsourced value to ensure that they get it. The foundational 
rules and competencies make perfect sense when we see them 
from this perspective. Customers want to be able to depend 
on salespeople in the same way that they depend on any other 
manager in their companies. What do they expect of salespeo-
ple who act in the role of surrogate managers? To start, three 
things:

9	F irst, your customers expect a salesperson who is account-
able for managing the pieces of business they are outsourc-
ing, someone who will not give excuses or get defensive, but 
will take responsibility for delivering the desired results.

9	 Second, your customers expect a salesperson who under-
stands their businesses well enough that he or she can be 
trusted to provide sound advice, as well as make indepen-
dent decisions that are properly aligned to their needs and 
goals.

9	 Third, your customers expect a salesperson who knows the 
politics, systems, processes, and procedures of his or her 
own company well enough to ensure that the results mate-
rialize as promised and planned.

What is in it for you if you provide these “managerial” ser-
vices? Credibility and a competitive advantage that leads to 
an oversized share of the customer’s wallet. No matter how 
effective salespeople are at executing their sales process, they 
cannot succeed without deserved business credibility. With-
out credibility, salespeople cannot convert leads into appoint-
ments, and potentially valuable new customer relationships are  
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stillborn. Without credibility, customers will not provide the 
access and openness that salespeople need to properly execute 
today’s consultative sales processes. Without credibility, custom-
ers will not buy the first time, nor in the future, because they 
will not trust in the salesperson’s ability to deliver on promised 
solutions. Credibility is a key ingredient in successful selling. 
Demonstrating the three foundational competencies provides 
the basis for your credibility with customers.

The Foundational Rules of Professional Competence
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Chapter 3

“You Must Be Personally Accountable for 
Our Desired Results”

Koans are paradoxical stories, statements, and ques-

tions that are used in the quest for spiritual enlight-

enment in Zen Buddhism. They can be quite cryptic, as in 

“What is the sound of one hand clapping?” Zen Buddhists 

believe that the process of thinking about koans can trig-

ger important insights regarding their lives and the nature 

of the world. Here is a koan that can help you understand 

the first customer rule: “What sellers see as sales, their cus-

tomers see as service.”

How do the sellers’ and the buyers’ views differ? Well, if 
you are looking at sales from the sell side, it is about convincing 
customers to buy whatever it is that your company produces. 
The primary focus of your effort as a salesperson is the product 
(or service) you sell, and the value you bring to the customer is 
your knowledge of the product. You sell the product by finding 
a prospective customer, presenting the product’s features and 
benefits, and asking the customer to purchase it. Your job is 
done when the deal is signed. This is a traditional, transaction-
based sales paradigm. When you look at sales from the buy side, 
however, the view changes dramatically. Buyers see sales as a 
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service function. The product they are buying is merely a means 
to a specific outcome or outcomes, a desired end. (This view 
corresponds perfectly with the customer’s desire for solutions.) 
So, as a salesperson, your focus shifts from the product to the 
customer. Now, you need to consider and assist customers in 
recognizing their needs, analyze the various ways those needs 
can be satisfied, and oversee the fulfillment of those needs. All 
the product knowledge in the world will not tell you what a cus-
tomer needs or wants to achieve. Product knowledge becomes 
only one aspect of the value you provide to the customer now. 
Further, your job is not done when you sell something. It is only 
done if and when you cannot assist the customer in realizing 
his or her desired outcomes any longer. This is a buy-side view 
of sales. It is a service-based paradigm.

Your customers’ view of sales includes lots of added-value 
services that they expect salespeople to provide. Repeatedly, 
business customers tell us that they want to work with salespeo-
ple who are more oriented toward service (that is, managing the 
complete customer relationship) and outcomes (that is, making 
sure customers accomplish their intended goals). This demand 
for service and outcomes, according to the tens of thousands of 
business customers we’ve interviewed, lies at the heart of their 
primary expectation of salespeople and the first customer rule: 

“You must be personally accountable for our desired results.”

Salespeople Are Business Agents

Management is the key concept at work in the first customer 
rule. The skill that business customers most frequently associate 
with world-class salespeople is their ability and willingness to 
act as surrogate managers.

On the surface, this seems like an odd expectation, and 
one that falls outside the scope of the typical description of a 
sales job. Customers do not employ salespeople as managers. 

“You Must Be Personally Accountable”
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In fact, customers do not employ salespeople at all in the tra-
ditional sense of the word. Nor do their own employers usually 
think of salespeople as managers. Their job is to sell, not to 
manage. These are among the reasons so few salespeople actu-
ally see themselves as managers and why even fewer earn the  

Bu y ers a nd Suppl iers

The labels we use to describe each other say a lot about how we 
see others and ourselves, too. In the case of sales, these labels 
illuminate the differences in how you and your customers view 
each other, as well as the relationship between you.

When sellers talk about customers in the generic sense, they 
often call them “buyers.” What do buyers do? Obviously, they are 
expected to purchase whatever it is that the seller is offering. 
But there is not much meaning or relationship implied beyond 
that one-dimensional vision of an economic exchange. Interest-
ingly, customers’ purchasing departments are often staffed with 
“buyers.” This should offer us a clue as to why purchasing profes-
sionals, like salespeople, so often have a reputation for operating 
from transaction-based and price-driven mindsets.

When customers talk about sellers, they often call them 
“vendors.” The label “vendor” suggests a sell-side relationship. A 
machine can vend, and most salespeople are seen as vendors, too. 
The concept of supplier, however, extends beyond someone who 
just sells products and services. There is the added implication that 
suppliers provide customers with something they need and want. 
Supplying goods and services also suggests an ongoing relation-
ship, a partnership that is based on more than a single transaction. 
Business customers see the best salespeople as suppliers.

Do you see your customers as buyers? Do you see yourself as 
a vendor or a supplier? And most important, how do your custom-
ers see you—as a vendor or as a supplier?
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designation “world class” from business customers. But there is 
also a deeper reality at work here.

We know that customers see the products and services that 
salespeople offer them in terms of solutions. These solutions are 
intended to provide a specific set of outcomes. So, when cus-
tomers buy solutions, they are actually buying the outcomes. 
Theodore Levitt, one of the great thinkers in the discipline of 
marketing, cited a simple example that speaks to this conclu-
sion perfectly. People do not want to buy quarter-inch drill bits, 
he wrote. They want to buy quarter-inch holes.24

If customers are buying Levitt’s quarter-inch drill bits, we 
can assume that they are planning to make the holes them-
selves. But what happens when you take the analogy out of the 
hardware store and into the world of business-to-business sales 
with products and services that are often highly complex? In 
this world, you are most often dealing with customers who are 
not sure whether holes are what they really need, or who may 
not know how to make holes even when they have the drill bit 
in hand, or who do not want to make them because they have 
far better uses for their time. The odds that these customers will 
get the outcomes they want by simply buying Levitt’s drill bits 
don’t look all that attractive.

These business customers need help. They are interested in 
acquiring value in some form or another, and they want to work 
with someone who will help ensure that they get it. In essence, 
they are looking for someone who can manage an element of 
their business that they have chosen to outsource, whether it is 
a simple part or an entire business process. This is, in fact, what 
your customers are doing wherever they buy anything from you. 
Instead of manufacturing a product internally (such as Nike’s 
sneakers), or providing a service (such as plant security) them-
selves, they are outsourcing it to you.

Customers turn to you, the salesperson who is their pri-
mary and, sometimes, sole contact point, to oversee this out-
sourced element of their business. They are engaging you to 
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manage a process of value acquisition as it relates to whatever it 
is that they purchased from you. Your customers want you to 
be accountable for this aspect of their business that you are sup-
plying. They expect you to act as their business agent.

There are all kinds of business agents. Many of them, such 
as literary agents, talent agents, and financial planners, manage 
specific elements of an individual client’s affairs. Others, such 
as CPAs, PR agents, and lawyers, manage elements of their cor-
porate clients’ businesses. Independent sales reps and insurance 
brokers are also business agents, at least in the sense that they 
represent the product lines of their client companies. They are 
managing portions of their client’s sales and distribution pro-
cesses.

One thing that these agents all have in common is that they 
accept the responsibility for managing some element of their 
clients’ business, whether it is investments or media exposure or 
legal affairs. Another commonality is that they act as represen-
tatives of their clients. Even though they operate independently, 
they are presumed to act in and for their client’s interest. The 
agents’ self-interests are presumed to be aligned with and sec-
ondary to their clients’ interests. When business agents act in 
ways that serve themselves well but not their clients, they are 
acting improperly, unethically, and in some cases, illegally.

Customers tell us that world-class salespeople act exactly 
like those agents who are fulfilling their obligations properly. 
Like business agents, these salespeople are not their employees, 
and usually, they have other customers. Like business agents, 
these salespeople are responsible for managing an outsourced 
piece of their business, whether it is office supplies or enterprise-
level software systems, and for ensuring the customer’s satisfac-
tion. And, like business agents, these salespeople are trusted to 
act in accordance with their customers’ interests.

This might sound like all expectation and no reward, but 
our studies reveal that when salespeople act as business agents, 
they win along with their customers. When they provide the 
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service and outcomes that their customers expect, they are very 
well rewarded in terms of the share of the customer’s wallet, 
long-term customer loyalty, and referrals to new prospective 
customers.

If you think of yourself as your customer’s business agent, 
would it alter your approach to selling? Would you continue 
to sell the way you are selling today? What, if anything, would 
you do differently? The answers to these questions will depend 
on how you see your role in the creation and fulfillment of the 
sales contract that you help establish between your company 
and your customer.

Managing the Sale in the Role of Business Agent

In at least one sense, almost all salespeople are already acting as 
managers. Selling is a process in and of itself. Although the lead-
ers of the sales organization usually determine how this process 
works, salespeople are responsible for executing it and leading 
potential customers through its steps. In this sense, salespeople 
are like line managers. They may not make the strategic-level 
decisions, but they manage a process that supports their com-
pany’s strategic vision and plan.

While all sales processes require at least some managerial 
skill to execute properly, some are less well aligned than others 
to the salesperson’s role as a business agent who represents the 
customer. Traditional sales processes, for instance, are heavily 
oriented toward a sell-side perspective. They are product-based. 
That is, they rely heavily on communicating the features and 
benefits of the product or service you are selling. These pro-
cesses are not overly focused on customers, who are presumed 
to be quite capable of taking care of themselves.

Still, even these rather limited processes require that you 
manage yourself and your customers as you travel through the 
sales process together. Depending on the sales environment in 
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which you are working, you might need to manage the prospect 
identification and qualification process; plan and make initial 
customer contact; prepare, schedule, and deliver sales presenta-
tions; and orchestrate the closing of the sale. By the way, tra-
ditional qualify-present-close sales processes can produce good 
results, so long as customers only need, and want, to know about 
the product’s features and benefits in order to make sound deci-
sions, are fully capable of looking out for their own interests, 
and can achieve the outcomes they desire on their own. For 
these reasons, they tend to be most commonly seen in simple 
commodity-type sales.

However, the business agent role that customers increas-
ingly expect salespeople to assume does not play a large part 
in traditional sales processes. We believe that this is the pri-
mary reason why so many business-to-business sales organiza-
tions have abandoned such traditional processes. The shift first 
appeared in the more complex business-to-business markets. It 
is easy to see why. Compare, for instance, the considerations 
inherent in deciding whether or not to buy an innovative busi-
ness intelligence software system that has just appeared on the 
market versus the considerations in buying nuts and bolts for 
an assembly operation. It is obvious that the former is a sale in 
which customers are highly likely to require expert assistance in 
making their decision to buy. It is also obvious that the sales-
person is the logical source of this guidance. The problem is 
that if salespeople are using traditional sales processes and act-
ing in the traditional sales role, they are not focused on provid-
ing that guidance.

Client-centered sales processes, such as Neil Rackham’s 
SPIN Selling, Jeff Thull’s Diagnostic Business Development, 
and Michael Bosworth’s Solution Selling, have been developed 
to help provide customers with this elusive expertise and assis-
tance.25 These processes require that salespeople adopt the con-
sultative role of a business agent to consummate a sale. They 
offer a mechanism and teach salespeople how to help their  
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customers understand and quantify their problems, define their 
needs, explore solution alternatives, and reach the best pur-
chase decisions. By the way, the customer’s willingness to trust 
in and cooperate with the salesperson is critical to the success 
of these processes. Customers do not necessarily have to have 
a high level of trust in a salesperson when the salesperson is 
describing simple product features and benefits that are easily 
verified. When customers must provide salespeople with con-
fidential information, however, as well as accept the results of 
analyses that they may not fully understand in addition to the 
risks inherent in so many complex and expensive solutions, the 
salesperson’s integrity becomes a critical factor in the outcome 
of the sale. Likewise, you cannot be an effective business agent 
if your customers do not trust you.

So, in complex sales, in which the customer depends on 
the salesperson for the expertise needed to analyze and manage 
the purchase, client-centered approaches are a matter of neces-
sity. Interestingly, though, so-called commodity sellers also are 
switching to client-centered selling approaches. In fact, these 
techniques are even popping up in retail sales. For example, big-
box electronics retailer Best Buy is in the process of teaching 
its salespeople to differentiate its customers based on a series 
of consumer profiles. It has identified five segments of custom-
ers, such as the “affluent professional,” the “family man,” and 
the “busy suburban mom,” and it is teaching its sales staff to 
recognize and sell to them based on their different needs and 
desires.26

Why are so many commodity sellers and even retailers 
adopting client-centered sales processes? It is a matter of added 
value and differentiation. Commodity salespeople are raising 
the level of their game by using client-centered selling and are 
acting more like business agents. As Bob Boyer from specialty 
paper manufacturer P. H. Glatfelter Company said in one of 
our studies, “The only difference between some products is the 
people who sell them.”

“You Must Be Personally Accountable”



A chie    v e  sa  l es   e xce  l l e n ce

54

Expanding into Post-Sale Activities

A salesperson knocks on the door of a prospective customer and 
offers to provide something of value. The prospect decides to 
buy that value. What does the salesperson do next? Your answer, 
according to what customers tell us, is a major determinant in 
how long they will remain your customers and how much of 
their business they will award to you.

It turns out that when customers say that world-class sales-
people are personally accountable for results, most often they 
are talking about the management of post-sale activities. There 
may be some customer satisfaction involved in making a deci-
sion to buy, but to most customers, it is more like a leap of faith. 
When they sign the sales contract, they are expressing faith in 
the ability of the salesperson and his or her company to provide 
a solution to an existing problem or some new opportunity. It is 
the first step in a fulfillment process that they hope will result in 
substantiated value. True satisfaction, the kind that translates 
into loyalty and repeat business, comes later, if and when they 
have actually received the value they had hoped to acquire.

Most business-to-business salespeople, on the other hand, 
tend not to think in those terms. We find that salespeople fall 
into three categories when it comes to post-sale activities:

9	 Closers: Most salespeople belong to this first category. In it, 
salespeople take responsibility for the sales process up to the 
signing of the contract. They may also deliver the purchased 
goods themselves or confirm that the purchase is delivered.

9	 Maintainers: Fewer salespeople, but still a substantial 
number, fall into this second category. They add installation 
and use to their job descriptions and provide product ser-
vice and support. They make sure the customer’s purchase 
is installed and continues to work. If it requires periodic 
service and/or consumes something that must be replaced, 
they ensure that it is properly maintained.
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9	 Outcome managers: Almost invariably, world-class sales-
people belong to this third, least populated, category. In 
it, salespeople take responsibility for the ultimate end ben-
efit that the customer hopes to receive. In other words, the 
salespeople’s goals are aligned with their customers’ results.

Whether they are selling office supplies or the administra-
tion of a 401(k) plan or the implementation of a CRM package 
that enables the customer’s service reps to cross-sell and upsell 
its own customers, the best salespeople are always striving to 
manage the sale at this third and highest level of accountability. 
This kind of salesperson works hard to ensure that the value 
purchased is realized—that the right office supplies are in the 
storage cabinets in the right quantities at the right price; that 
the customer’s employees receive the information they need to 
adjust the mix of their investments when financial conditions 
change; that the customer’s call center is actually generating the 
new sales and the higher levels of customer satisfaction that the 
CRM software was supposed to facilitate.

Why aren’t more salespeople working at this highest level of 
accountability? Perhaps it is because they and their companies 
do not recognize the rewards that await them there. Business-
to-business sellers tend to be overly, and unhealthily, focused 
on new business. They often view a sale to new customers as 
somehow more valuable than a sale to an existing customer. 
Sometimes, they actually reward “closer” behavior, paying 
higher commissions on new business than on repeat business. 
The champagne corks pop when they close a new piece of busi-
ness, but in fact, they should be celebrating the business they 
receive from existing customers instead.

New business is still important—every company needs 
to build its customer base—but because of the additional 
cost involved in winning new business, repeat business is 
almost always more profitable. A 2004 McKinsey report, for 
instance, calculated that on average it costs ten times less to do  
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business with an existing customer than it does to acquire a 
new one.27 The revenues associated with repeat customers also 
rise in greater increments. Studies reported in Harvard Business 
Review concluded that a 5 percent rise in customer retention 
rates increased sales by a minimum of 25 percent.28 In some 
industries, it is far higher, such as software (35 percent), indus-
trial distribution (45 percent), credit cards (75 percent), and 
advertising (95 percent).

In addition to not valuing repeat business properly, sellers 
also tend to underestimate the impact that customer satisfac-
tion levels have on repeat business. Eighty percent of all compa-
nies deserting their previous vendors described their satisfaction 
levels as ranging from “good” to “very good” in another study 
reported in Harvard Business Review.29 Conversely, those with 
satisfaction levels starting at “very good” and ranging up to 

“excellent” were 42 percent more likely to continue the relation-
ship. In other words, the fact that you have made a sale in no 
way guarantees that you will be able to keep the customer.

All of these findings support the fact that, if you aren’t 
already, you should be considering how to manage post-sales 
activities and ensure that your customers attain their desired 
outcomes. This requires a wider view of the relationship with 
customers, one that encompasses the full breadth of a customer’s 
interactions with your company. It is worth it. The panoramic 
view that includes the full extent of your company’s contract 
with the customer includes the richest potential for profit, a 
potential that resides outside the traditional sales paradigm.

Three Competencies for Results Accountability

All of the skills we describe in this book support the work of 
personally managing your customers’ results, but three of those 
skills stand out in business customers’ minds. They tell us that 
the best salespeople serve as a single point of contact, provide the 
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full range of expertise needed to ensure value, and are account-
able for value and ROI. These three skills carry the greatest 
weight in the fulfillment of the first customer rule.

Skill #1: Making Yourself the Single Point of Contact
In 1952, Frank Perdue became president of Perdue Farms, a 

$6 million egg farm on Maryland’s Eastern Shore founded by 
his father three decades before. He expanded the business into 
fresh poultry and grain products, and then, in 1968, opened 
the company’s first integrated processing plant. When Perdue 
passed away on March 31, 2005, the still privately owned busi-
ness had grown into the third-largest poultry company in the 
United States, with more than 20,000 employees and revenues 
of $2.8 billion in 2004.

What drove this growth? Certainly, Perdue went to extraor-
dinary lengths to provide the perfect bird. He discovered that 
customers wanted chickens with yellow skin, hairless wings, and 
meatier breasts, and he made sure they got them. But as Joseph 
Nocera wrote in the New York Times, “Still, a Perdue chicken is, 
in the end, just a chicken.”30 So what was it that made Perdue 

The Pe a k / End Rul e

The way in which our brains process experiences also supports the 
need for a strong post-sales effort. Nobel Prize–winning psychol-
ogist Daniel Kahneman found that humans tend to evaluate their 
experiences based on their emotional peaks and their endings, no 
matter what else happens in between. He conducted experiments 
that revealed that positive endings lessen our perceptions of any 
prior unpleasantness. He calls it the Peak/End Rule, and it’s one 
more reason why paying attention to the sale’s end game can pay 
great dividends.

“You Must Be Personally Accountable”
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so successful? The short answer is advertising. Over twenty-four 
years, he appeared in roughly 200 commercials, becoming a 
celebrity in the process. “It takes a tough man to make a ten-
der chicken,” Perdue told us. He explained why his chickens 
were the best in the universe and that he stood behind them. 
In effect, Perdue provided his customers with the first single 
point of contact they had ever had when buying chicken, and 
they responded. Nocera concluded, “He thought he was selling 
chickens. But he was selling Frank Perdue.”

Like Frank Perdue, business agents provide a single point of 
contact. If you use a financial advisor to manage your personal 

Con tact  Me a ns Communic at ion

Being a single point of contact requires that you be a highly effec-
tive communicator. Here is a set of profile points that identify 
effective communicators, as derived from the HR Chally Group’s 
assessment database of more than 300,000 salespeople. How do 
you measure up?

	 1.	 Is sensitive to the customer’s circumstances and response, 
adjusting the communication of information or ideas to 
accommodate the customer’s need to know and/or level of 
understanding.

	 2.	 Encourages questions, comments, and feedback from the 
customer.

	 3.	 Gives specific details of how, who, and when, promising that 
the complexity of delivery and servicing of the product line 
will be shouldered by the salesperson.

	 4.	 Keeps the focus on content and substance, not flash and 	
performance.

	 5.	 Talks with the customer, creating a team feeling of working 
together, versus directing a speech at the customer.
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assets, you expect that person to be your point of contact. The 
advisor may recommend that you invest your savings in a variety 
of assets, but if you have any issues with those investments, you 
call the advisor, not the various providers. Business customers tell 
us that they expect the same single point of contact in their ven-
dor relationships. They expect the salesperson to be the first per-
son they are going to need to talk to, and often the only one. They 
do not want to be forced to negotiate their way through a series of 
contacts, departments, and transfers to achieve satisfaction.

The importance of seeing the bigger picture and thinking 
beyond product features and benefits supports your ability to 
serve as an effective customer contact point. You cannot be a 
knowledgeable contact point unless and until you are able to:

9	U nderstand the customer’s goals
9	 Make recommendations in accordance with those goals
9	 Manage the process through which the goals are reached
9	P rovide warnings when those goals are threatened for any 

reason

As we have seen, in your customers’ minds you are an exter-
nal source of value that they are hiring to accomplish a task that 
they either cannot or do not wish to manage themselves. They 
see your company as an outsourced department of their com-
panies and they see you as the manager of that department. In 
viewing you as an outsourced manager or a business agent, your 
customers’ expectations begin with your acting as their single 
point of contact, but they do not end there. Your customers 
also expect you to provide expertise, which is the second skill 
in personally managing customer results.

Skill #2: Managing Teams of Experts
In many business-to-business sales, it is unrealistic to expect 

that the salespeople themselves will or can have all of the  
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expertise that customers might require. These are sales that 
often involve financial, legal, design, and/or technological 
assessments that are well beyond any one person’s capabilities. 
Happily, customers do not expect salespeople to be expert in 
each of these areas themselves. They do, however, expect sales-
people to identify and recruit experts as needed and manage 
them as they provide their expertise to the customer.

Accordingly, when we benchmark world-class salespeople, 
we find that they often do not deliver results personally. Instead, 
they oversee, facilitate, and confirm the delivery of expertise. 
They act as outsourced managers who are responsible for other 
outsourced employees. Schwab Institutional Senior Vice Presi-
dent Nick Georgis alluded to this when he told us: “The new 
and most critical role of the salesperson will be to manage the 
relationship with the customer and not to execute the various 
action steps.”

The reality is that business-to-business selling is becoming a 
team effort, and the best salespeople are acting as team leaders. 
Usually, these sales teams are not permanent. Their membership 
shifts as the customer’s need for expertise evolves and fluctuates. 
They are virtual sales teams in which members come together 
as needed and disband when their work is done. As managers 
of the entire business relationship, salespeople do not focus on 
becoming the experts as much as they invest their resources 
in knowing how to access and manage the expertise of others. 
The best salespeople are prepared to call upon expert resources 
wherever they may be located within their companies to help 
plan, execute, and troubleshoot the solutions they are selling to 
their customers.

This emerging approach to selling does require that salespeo-
ple assume the authority needed to manage a team of experts. 
This can be a difficult task in and of itself, as Hewlett-Packard 
recently discovered. In late 2003, in the quest to reduce the 
number of calls that salespeople from different H-P businesses 
were making on the same business customers and to ensure that 
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the customers were offered a complete bundle of H-P’s prod-
ucts and services, Carly Fiorina created the Customer Solutions 
Group (CSG). CSG was a standalone sales group that answered 
directly to the CEO’s office and was responsible for all of the 
company’s enterprise, small, and medium-sized business, and 
public sector customers worldwide. The group never produced 
the bump in sales that was expected. Two years later, when 
Fiorina was forced out of H-P and replaced by Mark Hurd, a 
former salesperson himself, the new CEO quickly made the 
decision to dissolve CSG and merge the sales function back 
into the company’s three major business units: Imaging and 
Printing, Personal Systems, and Technology Solutions. Why?

It appears that the problem was that no one had authority 
over the entire sales team and as a result, sales could not be 
completed because of constraints within H-P itself. “Part of it 
is the fact that multiple people show up lacking accountability 
and lacking responsibility at the point of contact,” explained 
Hurd during a 2005 interview, “And I really don’t think it’s the 
people’s fault. I think it’s the fact that the model doesn’t allow 
enough ownership at the point of contact and enough clar-
ity of responsibility and simplification of the model.”31 Hurd 
said that he embedded H-P’s sales forces back into the product 
groups “not just so we can improve our cost structure, but so 
we can make decisions, get a price to the customer, get a quote 
to the customer, a line of resource to a customer—so we can get 
on with getting on.”

The idea that the authority of salespeople has a positive 
impact on revenue generation is supported by a number of aca-
demic studies. One of them focused on the acceptance of new 
products among professional buyers at retail food stores in the 
United States, Japan, and South Korea. It was discovered that, 
in the highly competitive struggle to get shelf space for new 
products, “the power of the salesperson has a strong impact 
on the retail buyer’s trust in the salesperson in all three coun-
tries.”32 It turns out that customers see a salesperson’s power 
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as the ability to get things done, which translates to greater 
trust that the salesperson will get things done, which in turn 
translates into higher sales of new products. Among the study’s 
recommendations: empower salespeople in terms of authority 
and decision-making.

The best salespeople demonstrate their ability to lead the 
sales team by:

9	 Serving as the central point for decision-making on cus-
tomer issues

9	 Mobilizing and coordinating supplier teams to provide 
expertise and resources for the sale

9	 Ensuring that each team member understands the proposed 
solution and how it will be used in the customer’s business

So, thus far, you know that you must be a single point of con-
tact and manage the expertise required in the sale, but toward 
what end? What is it that actually determines the customer’s 
satisfaction? It is value and ROI, and that is where the third 
skill for personally managing the customer’s results comes in.

Skill #3: Being the ROI Expert
The traditional vision of sales has been driven by the concept 

of volume. More sales volume equals more revenue, and more 
revenue equals more profit. It sounds right on the surface, but 
it is dangerously simplistic. In fact, there are times when higher 
sales volume can be a fast track to disaster. If you are selling 
a product or service whose margins are not high enough to 
generate a profit or that dissatisfies your customers, increasing 
your sales volume can quickly create a self-perpetuating nega-
tive performance spiral. What is missing here is customer value. 
That is what should be driving your sales efforts, not volume.

Customers, of course, do not care about your sales volume. 
As we’ve seen, however, one of their three fundamental wants 
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is “substantiated value.” If you deliver enough customer value 
to entice customers to pay more, you can maintain and increase 
sales margins. In that case, customer value begets sales success 
and corporate profitability. It also drives sales volume because 
when customers achieve value from their purchases, they return 
to buy again and they spread the word to other potential cus-
tomers. As Don Peppers and Martha Rogers, who first intro-
duced the idea of 1to1 marketing, say, “You can only create 
lasting value for your company by first creating lasting value for 
customers.”33

If customer satisfaction and loyalty are driven by value, it is 
clear that one of the most important skills you can develop is 
the ability to communicate, deliver, and measure the value your 
products and services bring to customers. You must become an 
ROI expert and embrace responsibility for ensuring that your 
customers achieve the returns they have been promised. Think 
of it as taking accountability for the profit-and-loss statement 
of whichever department you have been hired to manage as the 
customer’s business agent.

Metrics is a key word in describing this skill. Too often, when 
we talk about managing customer relationships, satisfaction,  

Sat isfact  ion a nd L oya lt y

Customer satisfaction is transactional in nature. Every interaction 
a customer has with your company can produce satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction. But a single satisfactory experience is not enough 
to produce customer loyalty. Loyalty results from the accumula-
tion of satisfactory experiences; in other words, the continual 
and consistent experience of satisfaction evolves into customer 
loyalty. World-class salespeople understand the relationship 
between customer satisfaction and customer loyalty. They deliver 
transactional satisfaction in the quest for long-term loyalty.
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and loyalty, it sounds “soft.” But world-class salespeople under-
stand that business relationships and customer satisfaction and 
loyalty are not built on good feelings. Rather, good feelings are 
one result of relationships that are built on quantifiable value and 
expressed in metrics that accurately reflect the customer’s needs 
and desires. For instance, when we benchmarked Applied Indus-
trial Technologies, one of the world-class sales forces identified in 
our studies, we found that its sales force had created a Documented 
Value-Added program, which vice president Rick Shaw described 
as “a process we use to document for customers the value we add 
in terms of generating uptime, eliminating downtime and provid-
ing emergency service, cost savings and much more.”

The best salespeople demonstrate their value and ROI exper-
tise by:

9	 Considering the economics of their customers’ processes
9	P roactively weighing decisions, recommendations, and 

actions against their impact on the customer’s bottom line
9	 Offering customers options that accomplish their goals 

without compromising profitability
9	 Accurately measuring and reporting the value their custom-

ers achieve

Not only does the recognition of value and ROI enable 
salespeople to sell more effectively, it also enables them to more 
effectively manage post-sale activities. They can set schedules 
and ensure that they are on track for meeting deadlines. If they 
are measuring the value received by the customer, they know 
when the solution is not working as planned and can proactively 
respond to problems. Value expertise creates the foundation for 
prompt and efficient response.

Salespeople who become value and ROI experts are also 
able to more effectively penetrate customer accounts. As Doug 
Duncan of Roadway explained it to us: “Once you find a cus-
tomer, you have to figure out a way to put locks around him or 
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her by adding continuous value to that relationship. The more 
customers you keep, the more selective you can be with new 
ones. This is a yield strategy as well as a revenue strategy.” When 
you recognize the value you offer customers and can quantify 
its achievement, you can build long-term sales plans for the cus-
tomers and time your new offers to coincide with their needs. 
Further, customers tell us that when they have received the 
value they expected from previously purchased solutions, they 
have every reason to consider these offers in a favorable light.

Interestingly, the very act of becoming a value and ROI 
expert increases the value you yourself can bring to your cus-
tomers. You become more than a conduit of value. In providing 
this information, you become a source of value, too.

◆  ◆  ◆

The ability to provide your customers with value and ROI 
expertise in the quest to be personally accountable for their 
results leads us directly to the second customer rule. You cannot 
recognize customer value until you understand the customer’s 
business. Here’s how Xerox CEO Anne Mulcahy, who started 
as a field sales representative with the company in 1976 and has 
been credited with saving the company from bankruptcy in the 
tough post-millennial economy, put it: “Really having a great 
customer relationship means that you understand the custom-
er’s business well enough to solve something that is important 
to them, that helps their bottom line or their top line.”34 That 
is the topic of our next chapter.

“You Must Be Personally Accountable”
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Chapter 4

“You Must Understand Our Business”

On June 27, 2003, the Federal Trade Commission 

launched the National Do Not Call Registry, a 

database intended to help eliminate unwanted residential 

telephone sales calls. In four days, irritated and frustrated 

Americans registered more than 10 million telephone 

numbers. Within forty days, more than 30 million num-

bers were registered. On August 18, 2005, the 100 mil-

lionth telephone number was registered.35 It was a clear 

and unequivocal message about the desirability of the sales 

calls Americans were receiving at home.

Based on what business customers have been telling us 
about the sales calls they receive, it is a good thing that there 
is not a Do Not Call Registry in which they can register their 
work numbers. Business customers are receiving more sales 
calls than ever and, since the FTC has not yet offered them 
relief, the customers have responded by making it more dif-
ficult for business-to-business sellers to establish direct contact. 
They are using their receptionists, assistants, and voice-mail sys-
tems to protect themselves from unwanted calls. But if business-
to-business sellers are providing solutions that are capable of  
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creating value, why are their prospective customers hunkering 
down behind such barricades?

The answer is that too many of the sales calls that custom-
ers receive are not relevant to their situations and their needs. 
At the Chally Group, we constantly get sales calls like these. 
Our business depends on computers and computing power, but 
because our needs are specialized and our staff has the required 
expertise, we build our own equipment. We buy computer parts, 
not computers. Yet, we receive a stream of calls from PC and 
server salespeople who want to sell us their machines. Naturally, 
we have a soft spot for salespeople, and as a result, we are more 
tolerant of inappropriate sales calls than is the typical business 
customer. However, we are not going to buy products and ser-
vices we cannot use just because we empathize with salespeople 
and the challenging nature of their work. (Even if we did buy 
computers, we would be reluctant to work with salespeople who 
are clearly more interested in talking about their products than 
in understanding our computing needs.)

The lesson to keep in mind here: For business customers, the 
most important question is never whether or not your products 
and services are capable of delivering value. It is whether or not 
your customers need and can use the value being offered.

If you talk with the executives in your company, you will 
surely find that they get a tremendous number of irrelevant 
sales calls, too. When you talk to them, listen for this com-
plaint about the salespeople who make the calls: “They don’t 
understand our business.” You might hear this sentiment in any 
number of different forms, but no matter what the exact phras-
ing, it is among the most frequent of all the complaints that we 
hear from business customers.

This problem was revealed in our studies anecdotally. When 
we begin creating our surveys, we ask customers open-ended 
questions, such as, “What was the reason you left your previous 
vendor, and was there anything about the salesperson that con-
tributed to that?” When we asked that specific question, the most 
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common response was that the salesperson’s failure to understand 
the customer’s business had undermined the relationship.

These comments were not just the peevish outbursts of 
managers and executives who had been interrupted during the 
course of a busy workday by an inappropriate cold call. The 
salesperson’s inability and/or unwillingness to understand the 
customer’s business creates a fundamental barrier to effective sell-
ing. The ability to understand a customer’s company structure, 
operations, competitive environment, and financial results and 
concerns supports everything you do as a business-to-business 
salesperson. You cannot manage customer satisfaction, provide 
applications, solve problems, and create innovative solutions if 
you do not understand the customer’s world. Understanding 
the customer’s business is the foundation for customer-centric 
selling. As Dan Garrett, vice president and managing partner 
at Computer Sciences Corporation’s Global Health Solutions, 
says, “To avoid being transactionally based, you must take the 
time to understand both your client’s business and the industry 
in which it operates. This involves taking a close look under the 

GMAC Unders ta nds t he Cus t omer ’s Busine ss

The salespeople in GMAC’s auto financing division call on the F&I 
(finance and insurance) managers at car dealerships throughout 
the nation. F&I managers are salespeople themselves. They sell 
the products and services—the loans, leases, insurance, extended 
warranties, and so on—that customers are offered after they 
decide to buy a new or used car. As with great salespeople every-
where, the best F&I managers are in high demand and often are 
courted and won away by other dealerships. GMAC’s salespeople 
are so well trained in their customer’s businesses that they will 
actually take over the F&I manager’s daily responsibilities while a 
dealership searches for a new manager.
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covers to figure out not just how to serve your client and your 
client’s client, but also the industry as a whole.”

When we ask business customers to describe world-class 
salespeople, they talk about the ability of these salespeople to 
communicate in the vernacular of the customer’s company and 
industry, to speak knowledgeably to the issues and needs of 
the customer (sometimes, before the customer has fully realized 
those issues and needs), and to integrate themselves into the 
customer’s company. The fundamental skill behind all of these 
capabilities is also the driving force behind the second customer 
rule: “You must understand our business.”

Seeing Customers from a CEO Perspective

Like the other customer rules, the second rule has arisen in 
response to the changing nature of business-to-business sales. 
Advances in technology now allow processes that salespeople 
once executed, such as the provision of product information 
and order entry and tracking, to be completed over the Internet 
or remotely by other personnel. These advances have liberated 
salespeople from many rote administrative tasks. But at the same 
time, employers are placing increasing pressure on salespeople 
to spend this freed-up time getting closer to the customer and 
focusing on solutions and their benefits. Customers, as we have 
seen, also want salespeople to refocus their efforts. They want 
salespeople to act more like managers and understand all of the 
ramifications of the sale; lead the additional technical, logistics, 
and project management specialists who support the sale; and 
take accountability for results.

These new demands have forced salespeople to elevate their 
point of contact within the customers’ businesses and to work 
with executives at higher levels. They have also placed increas-
ing emphasis on the business case—the value and ROI that 
their solutions provide. All of this requires a more sophisticated 
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understanding of their customers’ businesses. As Gar Smith, 
general sales manager at GM Parts, told Selling Power maga-
zine after his organization was identified in our 1998 survey, 

“Dealers expect GM people to come into their place of business 
and add value. To do that, you have to know what makes the 
dealership tick.”36

More evidence of the need to know what makes your cus-
tomers’ businesses “tick” was revealed when we compared the 
results of our first survey, begun in 1992, with our Year 2000 
study. Customers reported that the frequency with which CEOs 
and senior executives of business-to-business sellers were taking 
an active role in sales had risen exponentially. In 1992, senior 
executives were participating in only 8 percent of sales. By 2000, 
senior executives were participating in 22 percent of sales.

The authority of senior executives is one reason why we are 
seeing an increase in their participation in sales activities. We 
know that customers want to work with people who can not 
only make relevant sales promises, but who have the power to 
keep them, too. Certainly, senior leaders of the seller’s organiza-
tion qualify in that regard. But executives also bring an impor-
tant skill to the table, a skill that is increasingly important and, 
too often, in short supply among salespeople.

What is this skill that your CEO has and you do not? Gener-
ally speaking, CEOs and other executives understand businesses 
and their issues better than salespeople. Their job includes profit-
and-loss responsibility. They grapple with the implications of 
organizational structure and corporate culture on performance. 
They are charged with creating and executing strategy.

Most CEOs and other executives have been formally educated 
and trained to understand and run businesses. In addition, their 
daily responsibilities have given them a valuable experience base 
that they can draw upon to help the customer. They have the per-
spective, knowledge, and background needed to connect with a 
customer’s business. When they meet with a prospective or exist-
ing customer, they can see those issues as the customer sees them. 
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They can ask the right questions and contribute insights and advice 
that address those issues. In short, they are business savvy.

On the other hand, business customers tell us that most sales-
people are not particularly business savvy. We have already seen 
that their educational needs have been largely unaddressed by 
colleges and universities. Further, the employer-provided train-
ing that salespeople receive is mostly directed to product-focused 
sales skills, goal management, and motivation. This is not to say, 
however, that you cannot become business savvy. In fact, busi-
ness customers tell us that the best salespeople already are.

Usually, these salespeople have not had the benefit of a for-
mal education and training in business management. Typically, 

A rrog a nce Is t he Enem y of Unders ta nding

We all have met people who are too smart for their good. They are 
enamored with their expertise, which they exhibit whenever the 
opportunity arises, even if they have to manufacture that opportu-
nity themselves. And how do other people react to this behavior? 
Often, they interpret it as a superiority complex and they see the 
expert as arrogant. They withdraw from the self-styled expert.

Salespeople need to understand their customers’ companies 
with a CEO’s business savvy, but at the same time, they need 
to avoid behaviors that smack of arrogance. Their knowledge is 
meant to enhance their relationships with customers and to open 
the way for deeper and more meaningful interaction. Salespeople 
also need to recognize that no matter how much they know, their 
customers always know more about their own businesses.

Avoid the arrogance trap by never believing you have all the 
answers, and by not being afraid to say “I don’t know . . .” when you 
don’t. Be open to learning something new, and make your interest 
in your customers’ businesses as clear as you can. Don’t presume to 
know what the customers are experiencing until they tell you so.
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they have developed their understanding of their customer’s 
businesses from time on the job and from the colleagues and 
sales managers who advised and mentored them. Like the CEO, 
the best salespeople have attained and developed the skills they 
need to recognize and speak to the customer’s business issues. 
They are able to size up the company, identify and understand 
its business issues, and speak in terms of the results toward 
which the customer is driving. That is why we say that the best 
salespeople have adopted the role of the CEO.

There is one caveat here: Business issues undergo subtle 
changes according to the customer’s position in the business. 
Plant managers and their CEOs deal with the same issues, but in 
a different light and with different emphasis. When we say that 
world-class salespeople understand a business as a CEO would, 
we do not mean to say that they talk to a plant manager as a 
CEO would. An effective salesperson speaks directly to a plant 
manager’s concerns in that manager’s terms, but the highest level 
of business understanding informs what the salesperson says.

Of course, there are practical limits to the knowledge that 
you can obtain, absorb, and use. Even CEOs, contrary to the 
posturing of those leaders whose egos may get the better of them, 
do not know everything there is to know about business. So, let’s 
explore two parameters—one based on a generic understanding 
of the customer and one based on a customized understanding 
of the customer—that can help define the type and depth of 
customer knowledge you will need to achieve sales success.

How Your Markets Define Your Knowledge Needs

The first parameter of customer understanding is market-based. 
This knowledge is determined by the market segments you call 
upon and the kinds of customers that compose those segments. 
A market segmentation strategy, which is based on what your 
company sells to whom, divides up customers based on some 
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set of attributes, such as location, size, industry, or technologi-
cal needs, among others. In turn, this segmentation usually 
dictates how the sales force is organized, and which customers 
you are assigned to call upon, as well as the kinds of customer 
knowledge you need. Among the sales forces we have studied, 
this tends to break down into three broad categories, each of 
which is based on selling to a different type of market.

Category #1: Vertical Knowledge
If you sell goods and services to one industry or industry 

sector, you need to develop a vertical knowledge of the compa-
nies within that industry. Sellers of specialty papers are a good 
example. One of their largest markets is printers. No two print-
ers are exactly identical. Some specialize in retail printing, such 
as invitations; others in commercial jobs, such as catalogs. Some 
provide a wide range of product and services; others specialize 
in one or two, such as business cards and letterhead. Neverthe-
less, all printers are very similar to one another.

When all of your customers are in essentially the same busi-
ness, your market knowledge can be relatively narrow and very 
deep. Think of it as a vertical cut. You only need to understand 
one kind of business, but you want to become an expert on 
what it takes to be successful in that business. You can home 
in on the common set of problems, issues, and economic chal-
lenges that all of these customers face.

Category #2: Horizontal Knowledge
If you sell goods and services that cross industry boundar-

ies, you need to develop horizontal market knowledge. Sellers 
of payroll services are a good example here. One of their largest 
markets is composed of major, employee-intensive corporations. 
But these businesses may have very little in common, except for 
the fact that they all must pay their employees.
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If you are selling payroll services to enterprise-level custom-
ers, your market knowledge can be wide, but relatively shallow. 
Think of it as a horizontal cut across your customers’ businesses. 
You would want to become an expert on the payroll process as 
it relates to all large companies. You can learn everything about 
payroll accounting and the associated issues of concern to your 
customers’ finance departments.

Because your customers’ businesses will vary so widely, hori-
zontal knowledge usually creates additional complexity. So, you 
may need to understand how payroll practices vary among indus-
tries and how they differ in union and non-union environments. 
Since the laws and regulations regarding payroll vary by state, 
you may also need knowledge that is geographically specific.

Category #3: Specialized Knowledge
Finally, if you sell goods and services that address niche mar-

kets, you need to develop highly specialized knowledge. Sellers 
of medical devices are a good example here. Your sole market 
might be neurosurgeons, or even just neurosurgeons who spe-
cialize in one specific set of procedures. Generally speaking, 
these are customers who are virtually identical and who will 
use your solution in the same ways.

If you are selling a specialized product to a niche market, 
your market knowledge can be precisely targeted and very deep. 
You will want to become an expert in the customer’s use of 
your solution. If you sell medical devices that are surgically 
implanted, for instance, you might learn how to do the opera-
tion. In fact, these types of salespeople are often charged with 

“in-servicing” responsibilities. They are present in operating the-
aters and they train and advise surgeons in the use of their prod-
ucts, particularly when new devices are introduced and used for 
the first time. Often, the salespeople actually participate. Sales 
representatives for pacemaker manufacturers calibrate and test 
their devices as part of the implantation procedure.37
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So, the first parameter of customer understanding is con-
cerned with the larger view of the markets in which your 
customers operate and the knowledge that requires. This can 
include understanding issues such as market shifts, the com-
petitive threats that your customer faces, and/or the regulatory 
environment. It also includes understanding the business and 
process models commonly used in your customers’ industries. 
Finally, it can mean an in-depth understanding of exactly how 
your customer segment is using your products and services.

M a rk e t K now l edge Buil ds Sa l e s Credibil i t y

Often, salespeople fail to recognize the insights into their markets 
that their positions afford them. As you travel between custom-
ers, trade shows, and association meetings within the customer’s 
industries and/or functional specialties, you are exposed to trends 
and issues with which your individual customers may not yet be 
familiar. Answering these questions can help you build the market 
knowledge that can build your credibility with customers:

9	 Currently, what are the issues of most concern in your cus-
tomers’ industries?

9	 What are the emerging challenges within those industries?
9	 What problems are creating the greatest degree of confusion 

among your customers?
9	 How are the industry leaders addressing these issues, chal-

lenges, and problems?
9	 What solutions are your competitors, industry experts, and 

academicians proposing?
9	 How do your products and services relate to the issues, chal-

lenges, and problems?
9	 How do your products and services relate to the solutions?

“You Must Understand Our Business”
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The Three Facets of Corporate Knowledge

The second parameter of customer understanding relates to 
business customers as individual companies. Because it delves 
into attributes that are unique to an individual customer as 
opposed to a segment of customers, this knowledge applies no 
matter what and/or where your markets are. These are the attri-
butes that set one customer apart from your other customers. 
This parameter defines the knowledge needed to analyze the 
customer’s company, to create an internal portrait of that busi-
ness, and to create and deliver customized solutions.

For the purposes of sales, we can break down the kinds of 
knowledge needed to understand an individual customer’s busi-
ness into three components:

	 1.	 Understanding the customer’s customers and/or the ben-
eficiaries of your solutions. This is knowledge that you 
require to understand how you can help your customers 
succeed by better serving their customers.

	 2.	 Understanding the “health” of the customer’s company. 
This is knowledge that you require to act as a surrogate 
manager and align yourself effectively with the customer’s 
organizational strategy, structure, and culture.

	 3.	 Understanding the customer’s financial condition. This 
is knowledge that you require to understand the viability of 
the prospect as a customer, to identify the degree of impact 
your solutions can offer, to connect solutions to substanti-
ated value, and to quantify solution results.

Let’s explore each of these facets of corporate understanding 
in greater detail and see how you can put them to work in your 
quest to better understand and serve your customers.
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Your Customer’s Customers and Other  
Value Beneficiaries

The business world is a long value chain. Your company buys 
products and services and uses them to create value. You sell 
that value in your company’s products and services. When you 
are successful, your customers buy your products and services, 
use them to create new products and services, and sell them to 
their customers. Their customers may be the end users, or the 
value chain may continue for another link or more. The salient 
point here is that your customers have customers just as you do, 
and those customers are, or should be, the focus of everything 
they do, as your customers are for you.

As the business world becomes more and more customer-
centric, one of the most compelling skills you can bring to the 
sale is the ability to help your customers better serve their cus-
tomers. There is no greater motivator among business custom-
ers than the ability to grow their companies. When you can 
align the solutions you sell to the customer’s customer, and help 
your customers better serve their own customers, you transcend 
sales and become a business partner. However, you cannot pro-
vide this level of service until you know who your customer’s 
customers are, what they want, and how your products and 
services can help fulfill those wants.

Building the Foundation of Customer Knowledge

	 1.	 Research the customer’s business.
	 2.	 Identify the company’s key personnel and their backgrounds.
	 3.	 Learn the customer’s organizational procedures and cultural 

preferences.
	 4.	 Document the important details so you are not dependent on 

memory.
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Question #1: Who Are Your Customer’s Customers?
Like your company, your customers are searching out ways 

to differentiate themselves from their competitors. To accom-
plish this goal, they may be using unique technologies that 
appeal to certain segments of their customer markets more 
than others. They also may have adopted business models that 
are designed to appeal to certain customers more than others. 
To begin to examine the first facet of corporate knowledge, you 
need to identify and define this unique set of customers that 
your customer is pursuing.

Think of how Dell Computer’s approach to consumer PC 
sales differs from Hewlett-Packard’s approach. Generally speak-
ing, Dell is focused on direct marketing, while H-P is focused 
on sales through retailers. Like Dell, H-P’s customers include 
the consumers who purchase their PCs. But unlike Dell, there 
is another set of customers to consider: the wholesale customers 
who buy, stock, and sell H-P’s PCs in their stores. Both compa-
nies make and sell PCs, but their customer sets are different.

Next, you need to understand how your customer’s unique 
set of customers is changing. Markets are always in flux, so you 
must ask yourself how changes in the markets your custom-
ers sell into are affecting their customer bases. What existing 
customer set is your customer struggling to retain? What new 
customer sets does it want to serve in the future?

To answer these questions, read your customers’ marketing 
and sales literature. Who are they written for? Visit your cus-
tomers’ Web sites and read their descriptions of their customer 
markets and the customer success stories they post. With whom 
are they doing business?

Question #2: What Do Your Customer’s  
Customers Want?
If you know what your customer’s customers want, by defi-

nition you know what your customer wants. So, once you have 
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identified your customers’ customers, ask yourself what it is they 
are hoping to accomplish when they buy your customers’ prod-
ucts and services. Ask yourself how they buy those products and 
services, and how other companies in your customers’ industries 
are satisfying their customers’ needs, wants, and demands. The 
answers to questions like these will provide you with insights into 
the customer challenges that your own customers are facing.

The ability to speak knowledgeably to the needs of your cus-
tomers’ customers is an instant credibility builder. It is also a won-
derful source of ideas for innovation and improvement. Witness 
how often new products and services are developed by suppliers. 
Shippers, not grocers, created the self-replenishing, rear-loading 
refrigerators that facilitate the sale of perishable products like 
milk. Likewise, the misting systems that make the vegetables look 
so fresh and delicious came from shippers, not grocers. (Oddly, 
shippers did not invent the trailers that automatically unload pal-
lets via a built-in conveyer system, which save time, wear and tear, 
and also allow for lighter construction. A grocer did.)

Question #3: How Does What You Sell Benefit Your 
Customer’s Customers?
Sometimes, it is very clear how your products and services 

can support your customer’s efforts to win new business and 
build the loyalty of its customer base. If you sell parts and subas-
semblies that go into finished goods or provide services that are 
bundled and resold, there is a direct line between you and your 
customer’s customers. If you can offer improved performance 
or lowered cost, your customer can in turn offer its custom-
ers improved performance or lowered cost. In these cases, your 
primary emphasis would be to understand how your customer’s 
customers use and value the contributions that you make to the 
products and services that your customer sells to them.

In other cases, the connection between your solutions and 
your customer’s customers is less distinct. If you sell preventive 

“You Must Understand Our Business”



A chie    v e  sa  l es   e xce  l l e n ce

80

maintenance software, you are offering your customer produc-
tivity improvements, such as gains in uptime. How do these ben-
efits connect to your customer’s customers? Well, they improve 
the quality of your customer’s products and thus, the satisfaction 
and value that its customers receive. They also could translate 
into lower costs for your customer, and thus could enable lower 
prices for its own customers. Alternatively, the productivity gains 
might simply drop to your customer’s bottom line and provide 
additional resources that it can devote to serving customers bet-
ter. In these cases, your primary emphasis may be to understand 
the gain the customer will realize in operating efficiencies. Don’t 
forget, however, that the connection to the customer’s customers 
remains a strong consideration in the sale.

Finally, you might sell products or services that do not appear 
to address your customer’s customers at all. If you sell landscap-
ing services or print annual reports, for instance, the connection 
to the customer’s customers might appear tenuous at best. But, 
in fact, there are also customer’s customers here; they are stake-
holders in your customer’s business. Attractive landscaping can 
enhance a company’s standing as a good neighbor within the 
community and make it more attractive to existing and poten-
tial employees. An annual report that dramatically communi-
cates the customer’s story can help it attract and retain investors. 
Often, these benefits will eventually translate into customer 
benefits. Employees who enjoy their workplace are likely to serve 
their customers better, for instance. In these cases, however, the 
more effective focus of your understanding would be the stake-
holders. They are your customer’s customers in the sense that 
they are beneficiaries of the value you are selling.

Strategy, Structure, and Culture

The second facet of corporate knowledge is the “health” of the 
customer’s company. The health of a company (aside from its 
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financial position, which we will explore as the third and final 
facet) is a portrait of its internal condition. This portrait includes 
the company’s goals and how it is planning to attain them, the 
way it is organized, and the way people work together within it. 
In other words, it is the strategy, structure, and culture of your 
customer’s company.

World-class salespeople are intensely interested in customer 
strategy, structure, and culture for very good reason. Each of 
these elements produces impacts that can support or under-
mine sales results. Further, these factors often play a large role 
in determining the long-term success of the customer’s busi-
ness, and that success often translates directly into the success 
of its suppliers and business partners. For example, in 1981, 
after IBM decided it would enter the PC market, it hired a 
small software company with annual revenues of less than  
$20 million, a company named Microsoft, to provide the oper-
ating system. By 1990, the IBM-compatible PC had become 
the industry standard and Microsoft’s revenues had exceeded 
$1 billion annually.38

Strategy
A company’s strategy tells the best salespeople about the 

company’s viability as a potential customer in both the short 
and long term. The average salesperson sees a customer prob-
lem that his or her solutions could address, and proceeds with 
the sale. World-class salespeople, on the other hand, seek to 
identify where the customer’s attention and resources are cur-
rently focused. They know that customers who are pursuing a 
well-defined strategy or struggling with large and compelling 
problems are unlikely prospects for any solution that does not 
directly address their concerns. Anyone selling high-tech prod-
ucts in 2000 and 2001 can tell you that customers who are 
faced with shrinking demand for their products and are desper-
ately focused on reducing unused and unneeded capacity are 
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not good prospects for state-of-the-art equipment that increases 
production rates and requires a large capital outlay.

Structure
The best salespeople also seek to understand the customer’s 

corporate structure. The way in which a company is organized 
determines where and how quickly decisions are made. Highly 
bureaucratic companies may have abnormally long sales cycles, 
and the salesperson will plan and pace the sale accordingly. 
Flat structures, where there may be only two or three levels of 
management between the CEO and frontline employees, might 
require that salespeople move quickly to capture the opportu-
nity. Companies that feature remote and hierarchical decision-
making authority require a different sales strategy than those 
with local, decentralized command structures.

You can see the importance of understanding structure 
in one of the most common and unpleasant surprises in sales. 
How often have you seen salespeople walk away from a pre-
sentation with local executives fully expecting the sale is won, 
only to find out later that a senior decision-maker somewhere 
up the chain of command, whom they neither considered nor 
addressed, nixed it?

Culture
The culture of a company, like the culture of a nation, is 

composed of the values, norms, and beliefs shared by its leaders 
and employees. A company’s culture determines “the way we 
do things here,” and many studies have shown that cultural 
elements have a significant impact on corporate performance.39 
The best salespeople are highly attuned to corporate culture 
because it too affects a prospective customer’s sales potential 
and the outcome of the sale. Think about the much-publicized 
contrast between the purchasing practices at General Motors 
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and at Toyota in the late 1990s. Both companies were intensely 
focused on driving down costs, but their cultures were distinctly 
different. General Motors’ purchasing staff became notorious 
for simply mandating fixed price reductions across the board 
and leaving suppliers to figure out how to absorb the loss. Toy-
ota was committed to a cooperative, partnership approach and 
worked with its major suppliers to help them increase their 
manufacturing productivity and efficiency. A salesperson for an 
automotive supplier might call on both companies, but the sales 
approach would have to be very different at each company.

Making a Quick Diagnosis
When we benchmarked the sales forces that business cus-

tomers identified as world-class, we discovered that the best 
salespeople are able to quickly identify the health factors of the 
companies they call upon. Sales executives in Boise Cascade’s 
office supplies group, for instance, told us that their best sales-
people could size up any large office on the first walkthrough. 
They could tell from visual and aural clues, such as the layout 
of the office and its cleanliness and neatness, whether it was 
a productive office or not. They could tell from the way that 
employees responded to them and to each other whether the 
office was happy or tense, formal or informal. More important, 
they used this information to evaluate the potential of the cus-
tomer and to adjust the selling style and strategy they would use 
to engage the customer.

You can do the same thing on your first visit to a customer. 
Does the appearance of the workplace reflect a sense of order 
and productivity? Is it evident that people take pride in the 
workplace? Do the people you pass smile and say hello, or do 
they avoid eye contact and remain silent? When they speak, 
how do they sound? Are they casual and open in their interac-
tions, or formal and reluctant to share information? What do 
these observations tell you about the viability of the customer?
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The Financial Picture

The third facet of corporate knowledge is the financial condition 
of the customer’s company. The customer’s demand for substan-
tiated value and the salesperson’s need to become an ROI expert 
make the ability to understand the customer’s financial picture 
more important than ever before in business-to-business sales. 
Value and ROI are always determined relative to some baseline, 
and in today’s hypercompetitive markets, that baseline cannot 
be based on a hypothetical scenario or a case study from another 
customer. It has to be linked directly to the customer’s current 
financial condition. Unfortunately, the financial literacy needed 
to accomplish this is often in short supply throughout the busi-
ness world. UK-based Intellexis reported a survey that revealed 
that 84 percent of businesspeople are unable to correctly answer 
more than half of the questions in a test of basic financial knowl-
edge.40 Based on our 300,000 sales assessments, we estimate that 
roughly 80 percent of salespeople cannot read a profit-and-loss 
statement. The result of this shortfall is that most salespeople shy 
away from the quantitative and financial analysis that is becom-
ing an increasingly important component of their work.

You can build your financial literacy in many ways. Classes 
in finance for non-financial professionals are among the most 
popular in the continuing education programs of colleges and 
universities, both online and off. Perhaps your company’s train-
ing department already offers a class that you can attend, or 
you could read some of the many good books on this topic. 
You also could just take a member of your company’s finance 
department to lunch for an informal discussion on the basics of 
corporate financial statements.

Once you have a basic understanding of finance, you can 
profit from the many sources of financial information regard-
ing your prospects and customers. Annual and quarterly reports 
are posted on customers’ Web sites and the SEC’s EDGAR 
Database.41 These reports contain income statements and  
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balance sheets that will describe a customer’s financial results 
and compare them to prior reporting periods. When you read 
these reports, ask yourself where the numbers come up short 
and what trends are visible. If you see that revenue is slowing, 
the customer may be eager to find solutions that can help it win 
more business from its own customers. If net income is shrink-
ing, it may be a good time to offer cost savings.

Annual reports provide glimpses into the future financial 
concerns of the customer company, too. Companies also regu-
larly offer projections about their future performance, which 
provide another valuable avenue for sales insight. The financial 
areas of the major search engines and portals, such as Yahoo!, 
MSN, and iWon.com, are another good source for these reports, 
as well as the projections of investment analysts, which are often 
more direct and frankly stated. When you read these materi-
als, ask yourself questions such as these: What are the financial 
concerns that the CEO describes in the annual report’s letter 
to shareholders? Is this company focused on revenue growth 
or cost cutting as it moves forward? How do analysts view the 
challenges that this company faces, and its future prospects? 
How can your solutions help?

The overall financial picture of business customers is always 
a strong indicator of their short-term and long-term viability as 
prospects and partners. It is highly unlikely that a large sale to 
a customer that is flirting with bankruptcy will be a profitable 
transaction or result in a long-term relationship. The financial pic-
ture can also offer important clues as to how likely it is that the 
customer will be willing to consider your solutions, how to best 
position those solutions to gain the customer’s attention, and how 
long it might take before the company makes a decision to buy.

◆  ◆  ◆

Thus far, we have been talking about understanding your cus-
tomer’s business from a fairly high level. World-class salespeople 
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also need much more specific kinds of customer knowledge 
as they seek to sell and deliver the benefits of their solutions. 
We will discuss this knowledge in more detail in the customer 
rules in the coming chapters. For now, just be aware that this 
larger picture of the customer supports your ability to access 
and understand the specifics. It tells you whether you want to 
enter the customer’s business, and which door might be the best 
access point.
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Chapter 5

“You Must Be on Our Side”

Soon after Bill George became the CEO of Minneapolis, 

Minnesota–based medical devices maker Medtronic 

in 1991, he attended an angioplasty in which a doctor 

threaded one of his company’s balloon catheters through 

the patient’s arteries. As George watched, the catheter fell 

apart in the doctor’s hands. “He was so angry,” the CEO 

said, “that he took the catheter, covered with blood, and 

threw it at me. I ducked as it went sailing across the room.”

After the angioplasty, George discussed the incident with 
one of his company’s sales reps. The rep told George that he 
had seen the company’s balloon catheters fail in exactly the 
same way several times before. He said he had “filed reports on 
the defects, but had heard nothing back.” The lack of response 
was no longer as surprising to George and the salesperson 
after they calculated that the reports had to be routed through 
seven internal organizations within Medtronic before they ever 
reached the people responsible for the catheter’s design. This 
was all “one heck of an eye-opener” to George, and he says it 
motivated him to institute a more customer-centric culture at 
Medtronic, a culture that by 2001 had helped transform it from 
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a second-tier device maker into one of the forty most valuable 
companies in the United States.42

This is more than a story of a product failure, however; it is 
instructive for other reasons as well. For instance, the incident 
also represented a process failure. Medtronic’s reporting process 
was obviously not working well enough to initiate a construc-
tive resolution to what appeared to be an ongoing problem with 
the design of the balloon catheter. Unfortunately, this kind of 
process failure is not unusual. Virtually everyone who has ever 
called a corporation to resolve a product or service problem has 
a horror story to tell. Some of these have become national news, 
such as LaChania Govan’s run-in with Comcast Cable. In 2005, 
she called the company more than forty times in four weeks in 
repeated and futile attempts to get the digital recorder that the 
company sold her to work properly. Finally, Comcast credited 
her for a month’s service and sent a technician who replaced 
the cable box. Then, her next monthly bill arrived—with “Bitch 
Dog” as the addressee’s name.43

In addition to alienating and sometimes insulting cus-
tomers who are trying to report and resolve existing problems, 
internal company processes can also cause customer problems. 
In fact, it is estimated that sellers’ systems and processes actu-
ally create approximately 25 percent of all customer problems. 
For example, in the 1990s, when Pepsi-Cola studied its billing 
process, it found errors in 44 percent of the invoices that it sent 
to retailers.44 The effort and expense involved in reconciling 
such errors is enormous both for sellers and for their customers, 
to say nothing of the costs in terms of customer goodwill and 
long-term loyalty.

As you might expect and probably already know from direct 
experience, salespeople currently spend a lion’s share of their 
time resolving errors that their companies make in the fulfill-
ment of customer orders. Defective products, missed deliveries, 
picking errors and other mis-shipments, billing errors . . . the 
list of all of the things that can go wrong with a sale’s fulfillment 
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is seemingly endless. Given the fact that business customers 
expect salespeople to be their surrogate managers and single 
points of contact, it is no surprise that it is salespeople who 
get the customers’ calls when things do go wrong. How much 
time do you spend rectifying problems like these? Over the past 
several decades, we have conducted a number of studies aimed 
at determining how salespeople spend their time. These stud-
ies have revealed that salespeople devote 50 percent to 60 per-
cent of their time addressing customer problems that have been 
caused or left unresolved by their own company’s policies and 
processes. (By the way, face-to-face selling time accounts for the 
least amount of salespeople’s time—as little as 5 percent.)

This leads us to the third failure in the Medtronic CEO’s 
encounter with the angry surgeon: the service failure on the 
part of the Medtronic salesperson. The salesperson told George 
that he had seen the catheters fail on several previous occasions. 
In filing reports on the balloon catheters, it appears that the 
salesperson responded as he was supposed to. But did he do 
what he could have, and should have, done? George does not 
address that question, but it might seem reasonable to conclude 
that if the salesperson responded according to the corporate 
policy, he was not at fault. Business-to-business customers, how-
ever, would not agree. Based on what business customers have 
told us, we can assure you that they would find the salesperson 
as culpable in their result’s shortfall as both the failed product 
itself and the company’s ineffectual reporting process.

This culpability arises because business customers expect 
salespeople to represent their interests. Representation means 
more than responding sympathetically when things do not go 
according to plan, more than being empathetic to the custom-
er’s plight, and more than listening “actively” to the customer’s 
complaints. It means that, like a business agent, the salesperson 
actually does something in support of the customer interests. 
This process of acting on the customer’s behalf is something 
the best salespeople do throughout the customer relationship. 
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It occurs during the sale and the delivery of the solutions, and 
in particular, it occurs when and where customers have the 
least control over the products and services that they have pur-
chased—while they are still within the salesperson’s own com-
pany. This responsibility to represent the customer’s interests 
speaks directly to the intent of the third customer rule: “You 
must be on our side.”

The Power of Customer Advocacy

How should the Medtronic salesperson have acted if he was 
intent on fulfilling the dictates of the third customer rule? There 
seem to be a number of viable options that he could have acted 
upon. He could have followed up on the reports to see what, if 
any, action had resulted. Perhaps he could have delivered the 
message that the company’s balloon catheters were failing in 
the field in a more direct way, for instance, by connecting the 
surgeons who were experiencing the failures directly to the cath-
eter’s designer team. Maybe he should not have recommended 
the catheter to his customers in the first place, or should have 
gone so far as to steer them toward a better-quality catheter, 
even if it was not a Medtronic product. We can say one thing 
for certain: in limiting his response to the procedural require-
ments of his company’s ineffectual reporting process and doing 
nothing more, the salesperson failed to fulfill the role of an 
effective customer advocate.

Customer advocacy is a concept on the rise in many corpo-
rations. Glen Urban, who has taught at the MIT Sloan School 
of Management since 1966, calls it “a major step forward in 
the evolving interaction between a firm and its customers.”45 
He says that advocacy sits atop a pyramid that is supported by 
product and service quality, customer satisfaction, and relation-
ship building. It is, however, more powerful than any of those. 

“This goes beyond customer focus to actively representing  
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the customer’s interests like a good friend,” says Urban.46 One 
reason he finds advocacy to be such a powerful concept is that it 
flows back and forth between buyers and sellers. Sellers serve as 
advocates for buyers by ensuring that customers get the results 
that they want. In turn, buyers serve as advocates for the seller 
by becoming loyal, trusting customers themselves and recom-
mending the seller to new customers. (This reciprocity is the 
basis for ideas such as viral marketing, in which customers 
create sales momentum for companies by spreading the word 
about new products and services they like best.)

Urban has been studying how customer advocacy is bol-
stering the results of e-commerce initiatives. One example is 
Progressive Insurance’s Web site, which informs potential cus-
tomers of the best price they can get on automobile insurance, 
even when the best price comes from a competitor. Advocacy 
is not restricted to the Internet, however. It is easy to find 
evidence that the focus on customer advocacy is spreading 
throughout the corporate world. For instance, Cisco Systems 
was considered a pioneer when it created the position of senior 
vice president of customer advocacy in 1991.47 Today, a wide 
range of companies, including Charles Schwab & Company, 
Orbitz, Sun Microsystems, and The Hartford Financial Ser-
vices Group, employ executives who sport titles such as “chief 
customer advocate” and “director, customer experience.” Their 
jobs are to represent the customer’s point of view within their 
companies and to make sure that in the unending quest for 
efficiency and profit, companies do not forget or alienate their 
customers.

Customer advocacy is also the idea behind a major strategic 
initiative at corporate behemoth General Electric. Chairman 
and CEO Jeffrey Immelt is the force behind “At the Customer, 
For the Customer” (ACFC), which was designed to get all of the 
company’s businesses focused on their customer’s results. Under 
the program, GE’s business units offer to help their customers 
improve their internal performance and results, often in areas 
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that are completely unrelated to the products and services that 
GE sells them. For instance, GE Commercial Finance, which 
provides franchise financing for Red Robin Restaurants, sent 
its process experts to help the gourmet burger chain raise its 
on-time delivery rate for milkshakes from 36 percent to 77 per-
cent.48 GE Aircraft Engines helped Southwest Airlines resolve 
problems with another vendor’s component. GE Six Sigma 
black belt Lori Kress, who worked with Southwest on the proj-
ect, told BusinessWeek: “The more successful our customers are, 
the more successful we will be.” GE is placing a large bet that 
this will turn out to be a business truth with a quantifiable 
return on investment. In 2002, it sponsored 10,000 customer 
projects under the auspices of ACFC.49

All of these occurrences—Glen Urban’s positioning of 
advocacy as the highest level of customer interaction, the hiring  
of executive-level customer advocates, and GE’s shift from  
an egocentric focus on reducing its own costs in order to 
maximize its profits to an external focus on the customer’s 
well-being—are positive, early signs of a sea change in cor- 
porate thinking. As that change materializes on a large scale, 
it will be good news for customers and for the best business-to-
business salespeople, too.

The best salespeople, according to the tens of thousands of 
business customers we have surveyed so far, already understand 
the power and the practice of customer advocacy. Unfortu-
nately, their advocacy has often placed them at odds with their 
own companies. In many instances, they come to be seen as 

“squeaky wheels” and “rule benders” because they constantly 
agitate and push beyond the bounds of their authority to bet-
ter serve their customers. Often, this behavior is only tolerated 
because these are the same salespeople who bring in the most 
revenue and the biggest sales.

By the way, other employees and managers within seller 
companies often interpret salespeople’s advocacy of customers 
as self-serving. They think that these salespeople are protecting 
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their own commissions at the expense of the company. Even if 
protecting commissions were their primary motivation, the fact 
remains that ensuring that their customers receive the results 
they have purchased, and securing long-term customer relation-
ships in the process, creates a win/win situation rather than 
something that is harmful to the seller.

“There Is Only One Side in Sales,” and Other 
Advocacy Truths

World-class salespeople share several beliefs in their quest to 
serve as customer advocates. They do not see sales as a zero-sum 
game. They eschew vested interests. They know that customer 
advocacy is most important when the customer is not present. 
These beliefs support a view of sales and selling that is customer-
centric, sensible, and yet, surprisingly uncommon.

Belief #1: The Customer’s Side Is the Only Side
Generally speaking, good salespeople are competitive. They 

want to meet and exceed their goals, outperform their competi-
tors in the marketplace, and win the business of their customers. 
Every company wants a sales force composed of such people, 
and sales managers devote a good deal of energy to maintaining 
a state of high energy and motivation for this very reason. But 
competitiveness, like every trait, has its dark side. You always 
have to remain fully conscious of the fact that it has its proper 
limits, because when they are exceeded, competitiveness can 
have very negative consequences for your customers and for 
your company, too.

Sales competitiveness can exceed its proper limits for many 
reasons. The most common is probably the excessive pressure 
to achieve performance and revenue targets without due con-
sideration as to how they are achieved. A salesperson’s employer 
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might impose this pressure, such as when a company pushes 
to “make its numbers” at the end of a quarter by focusing on 
the ends instead of the means. A sales manager might create 
this pressure by pushing a salesperson to raise his or her perfor-
mance without providing the tools needed to accomplish this 
goal. Or salespeople might impose this pressure on themselves 
as they drive to earn bonuses, or perhaps to keep their jobs in 
the face of performance shortfalls.

Sel l ers Ev en t ua l ly L ose Z ero-Sum Ga me s

Sellers may appear to “win” a zero-sum game in the short term, 
but clearly it is not a sustainable approach to profitability. Wit-
ness the not uncommon practice of channel stuffing, a zero-sum 
game in which companies artificially bolster their sales results by 
deliberately pushing more inventory on their wholesale and retail 
customers than those customers can possibly sell.

In 2000 and 2001, Bristol-Meyers Squibb offered its whole-
salers financial incentives that amounted to “tens of millions of 
dollars” to buy much greater quantities of the company’s pharma-
ceutical drugs than the market demand warranted. As a result, 
the drug maker’s sales figures looked very healthy and the value 
of its stock was artificially bolstered. The problem, of course, is 
that selling your wholesale customers products that they cannot 
resell is eventually going to result in excess inventory (nearly $2 
billion worth in the Bristol-Meyers Squibb case), reduced future 
sales, and massive returns. When the swollen wholesale invento-
ries of the company’s drugs became too large to hide, the scheme 
collapsed of its own weight. The Justice Department prosecuted, 
and shareholders initiated class-action suits. Bristol-Meyers 
Squibb eventually paid more than $800 million in fines and share-
holder restitution. It also instituted internal controls and policies 
designed to ensure that the problem never recurs.50
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No matter what the cause, when competitiveness gets out of 
hand, salespeople often begin treating their customers as rivals 
who stand between them and the attainment of their goals. In 
an effort to win the sale, they can become overly aggressive and/
or seek to manipulate the customer. Often, they will struggle 
to overcome every objection, and refuse to leave without the 
sale. This results in the “hard sell.” Almost every customer who 
has experienced that knows how unpleasant and unproductive 
it can be. The hard sell is based in a view of sales as a zero-sum 
game. In a zero-sum game, one side is going to win and one side 
is going to lose. This means that any gain the salesperson makes 
comes at cost to the customer, and vice versa. Thus, buyers and 
sellers end up sitting on opposite sidelines with mutually exclu-
sive interests.

The most successful salespeople know that selling cannot be 
approached as a zero-sum game because there is only one win-
ning side in a business-to-business sale—the customer’s side. 
They know that they cannot prosper personally, and their com-
panies cannot prosper in the long term, unless their customers 
prosper, too.

The reality is that if customers will not or cannot win, they 
will simply refuse to play a zero-sum game. Instead, they will 
find alternatives to your solutions and products. If you are lucky 
enough to have a monopoly on a product or service, the cus-
tomer can, and often will, simply choose to go on living and 
working without it.

Belief #2: You Should Beware of Vested Interests
The business news is full of stories publicizing the many 

ways in which vested interests can wreak havoc on customers. 
Suddenly, we find out that a blue-chip pharmaceutical com-
pany has hidden the side effects of a bestselling drug to main-
tain its profit stream, a well-respected CEO has misstated his 
company’s earnings so that he would earn a record bonus, and 
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a rock-solid investment analyst has rated a company’s stock a 
“strong buy” in order to earn underwriting and other fees from 
the company itself.

Salespeople have vested interests, too. It is clear that their 
financial and career prospects are intimately linked to the per-
formance of their companies and the sale of their company’s 
products and services to customers. The fact that salespeople 
have these interests is no surprise to customers, although they 
are sensitive to and sometimes outright suspicious of the biases 
those interests can create. At the same time, customers expect 
and often prefer salespeople to be strong proponents of the 
products and services that they are selling. If salespeople are 
not confident of the capabilities and benefits of their company’s 
offerings, many customers will interpret their ambivalence as a 
signal not to buy.

There are two problems associated with vested interests that 
can do irreparable harm to your ability to act as a customer advo-
cate. The first occurs when those interests are hidden from cus-
tomers. When your interests are hidden, your motives become 
opaque to customers and you become suspect. When customers 
believe that you are being less than forthright with them, they 
will often withhold their trust and restrict your access. Further, 
if customers discover hidden interests that might have influ-
enced their thinking after the fact, they often feel betrayed and 
manipulated. This can create a serious crisis in the customer 
relationship.

Scenarios like these are actually a relatively common occur-
rence. Many car buyers think that the F&I managers in car 
dealerships who help them finance their new cars have no hid-
den interest in the loans, extended warranties, and services, 
such as undercoating, that they recommend. But when buy-
ers learn that F&I managers earn commissions on those sales, 
they may see their advice in a very different, and possibly nega-
tive light. The same is true with stockbrokers. It is only natu-
ral that investors would give different consideration to a stock  
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recommendation from a broker who stands to win a bonus or a 
vacation cruise for selling enough of the stock than to the same 
recommendation from a broker who is not earning an added 
bonus and perhaps not even a commission on the same sale.

The second problem caused by vested interests occurs when 
salespeople allow them to take precedence over the customer’s 
best interests. Whenever salespeople are less than fully hon-
est about their products and services, or purposely withhold 
knowledge that might give customers pause in the buying pro-
cess, they are elevating their own interests above the customer’s 
best interests. Often, they are also fatally underestimating their 
customers. Business customers are not naive; they are fully cog-
nizant of the fact that the information and advice they receive 
from salespeople could be tainted by bias. They also have access 
to more information than ever before, and they are probably 
speaking to your competitors, too. In other words, the odds are 
that they will discover intentional lapses, and when they do, the 
impact on the sale and the long-term relationship with you and 
your company are almost always negatively impacted.

Twenty-four hundred years ago, a sharp-witted Greek play-
wright named Aristophanes wrote, “There is no man truly hon-
est; we are none of us above the influence of gain.”51 It is a 
warning that is in keeping with the way that the best sales-
people work hard to avoid conflicts of interest by being trans-
parent and scrupulously honest. They understand that they are 
creating a business partnership in which each party’s interest 
must be served, but at the same time, they make sure that their 
customers understand the vested interests that they have in the 
sale. They give their customers the appropriate opportunity to 
weigh the information and advice they are offering. Further, 
the best salespeople treat the customer’s best interests as the 
guiding star in the sale and willingly surface and discuss any 
potential obstacle that might become a barrier to the custom-
er’s results, even when it is possible that those obstacles might 
deflect the customer away from the salespeople’s solutions. In 
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turn, their customers respond by granting these salespeople the 
trust and access that are prerequisites for fulfilling all of the 
customer rules.

Belief #3: Advocacy Is Most Valuable When the 
Customer Is Not Present
If you are of a certain age or watch reruns on television, you 

may be familiar with Eddie Haskell, who was a fixture on the 
TV series Leave It to Beaver in the late 1950s and early 1960s. 
Eddie acted like a paragon of well-behaved adolescence when-
ever an adult was present and just the opposite whenever he was 
alone with his peers. He would have been an abject failure as a 
customer advocate.

For all of the importance of advocacy when salespeople are 
face-to-face with their customers, it becomes even more critical 
when customers are not around. When customers are present, 
they are able to guard their own interests (a job often made less 
difficult, because just as Eddie Haskell was with adults, vendors 
are usually on their best behavior when they are in front of their 
customers). Vendors are not always so well behaved when custom-
ers are not present, when all of the internal work associated with 
customers’ orders is being conducted. Who represents the cus-
tomers’ interests as their purchases are being processed, designed, 
manufactured, prepared for shipment, and priced within the 
seller’s company? According to the business customers we have 
surveyed, the right answer should be “their salesperson.”

When customers are not able to directly oversee the sale, the 
salesperson’s ability and willingness to serve as their internal 
advocate and represent their interests becomes their best, and 
often only, protection. This is not an inconsequential job. As we 
have already seen, a substantial number of customer problems 
stem from the processes and policies of sellers. Further, regard-
less of the many marketing messages that promise customers 
that they always come first, the reality is that vendors are not 
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making every decision and running their businesses solely with 
their customers’ best interests in mind. Contract terms, policies, 
and guidelines are almost always designed to protect the ven-
dor, not the customer. In addition, it is expensive to take into 
account the unique needs of each customer and make sure that 
each need is properly fulfilled. When sellers are faced with con-
flicts between keeping their businesses running as efficiently as 
possible and serving their customers as promised, it is the cus-
tomer who often comes up short.

All of these realities make the role of the salesperson as an 
internal customer advocate increasingly important. The best 
salespeople are well aware of the need to be internal activists 
for their customers. They know when and how far the rules can 
and should be bent to the customer’s advantage without creat-
ing insurmountable problems for their own companies. They 
are always willing to act as the customer’s champion when it 
comes to resolving vendor disputes and problems. As our sur-
veys reveal, their customers reward them accordingly.

The Three Skills of Customer Advocates

In addition to the proper belief system, becoming a customer 
advocate also requires a set of navigational, social capital, and 
political skills that are more important than traditional sales 
skills, such as cold calling and closing, when it comes to keep-
ing customers. As we studied the capabilities of salespeople who 
are successful customer advocates, we found that:

9	 They have a thorough understanding of how their compa-
nies work, as well as the value that their customers contrib-
ute to the success of their companies.

9	 They have identified the internal resources they need to 
ensure that customers are well served, and they have culti-
vated and maintained extensive internal support networks.
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9	 They tirelessly communicate their customers’ expectations 
and needs to the managers and employees within their own 
companies whose actions can impact their customers’ results.

Skill #1: Know Your Company
The best salespeople are as knowledgeable about the work-

ings of their own companies as they are about the workings 
of their customers’ companies. Their knowledge and skill at 
navigating their way through their companies is the foun-
dation of their ability to expedite customer orders. They are 
experts at identifying and resolving customer problems, as well 
as preventing them in the first place. In addition to knowing 
how their companies operate, the best salespeople have a clear 
understanding of exactly what and how much their customers 
contribute to their company’s bottom-line results. They know 
how to leverage the fact that a customer provides generous mar-
gins or high volume or regular repeat sales to convince their 
companies to act on the customer’s behalf.

Internal company knowledge was instrumental in the suc-
cess of paper and packaging products distributor Alling & Cory  
(now sold to xpedx, a division of International Paper). Regional 
President Tom Wolven described the ability of his salespeople 
like this:

They really get involved from one end of our business to the 
other. They understand credit, they understand finances, they 
understand shipping systems and they understand product 
knowledge. I think the customers really appreciate and support 
the salesperson who is well-rounded across all departments of 
our company, because at different times problems crop up in 
every discipline, and if he’s got the knowledge of where to go 
and who to go to and how things work in each of those areas, 
and he’s accessible, he’s a successful sales guy.52
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Plainly stated, high-performing salespeople use their knowl-
edge to manipulate the system so that it works in favor of their 
customers. They also use the customer’s value to the company 
as a lever to provide added service or fast resolutions to prob-
lems. They know, for example, that a plant manager who is 
asked to stop production and retool a line in order to fill a spe-
cial order on time is going to be far more amenable if she knows 
that a valuable customer relationship hinges on her decision. 
Sometimes, salespeople’s knowledge of how their companies 
work enable them to stretch the system or use back channels to 
accomplish tasks that might not otherwise get done on time or 
to specification. There are almost always shortcuts in processes 
and procedures. The key to using them is knowing that they 
exist and how to access them. Other times, salespeople’s inter-
nal knowledge allows them to respond proactively and sidestep 
problems before they occur. If, for example, you know that your 
company is plagued with billing errors, as Pepsi was, you can 
check invoices before they are sent to your customers or, better 
yet, help identify what causes the errors in the first place and 
eliminate them altogether.

A smart way to begin building your internal knowledge 
bank is to track the path that your customer orders travel 
as they move through your company. Learn about the pro-
cesses and departments that your customers’ orders must flow 
through. Locate the bottlenecks that cause delays. Identify 
the sources of the most common mistakes. Also, seek to iden-
tify process shortcuts. Try to discover what happens when 
orders are expedited, and identify where process times can 
be reduced in an emergency. Finally, calculate the value that 
each of your customers creates for your company. What are 
the gross sales volumes, the margins, and the ultimate profit-
ability generated by each of your customers? Which of these 
individual metrics are most important to your company, and 
how can you use them to leverage the service that the cus-
tomer receives?

“You Must Be on Our Side”



A chie    v e  sa  l es   e xce  l l e n ce

102

Skill #2: Create Your Support Network
It is as important to know who makes your company work 

as it is to know how your company works. World-class sales-
people create and maintain internal support networks consist-
ing of the people who can assist them when customer problems 
arise. They identify the managers and employees within their 
companies who can help them achieve the results that their 
customers expect, and they make sure that they can call upon 
their contacts as needed. In more formal terms, they have a 
keen sense of the value of social capital.

Wayne Baker at the University of Michigan defines your 
social capital as all of the resources that derive from your 
personal and business networks. “These resources,” he writes, 

“include information, ideas, leads, business opportunities, 
financial capital, power and influence, emotional support, even 
goodwill, trust, and cooperation.” Baker maintains that indi-
vidualism is a myth. He declares, “[S]ocial capital is an essential 
part of achieving personal success, business success, and even a 
happy and satisfying life.”54

Pay Att  en t ion t o Your A m ygda l a

Oddly, some of what you know about your company may reside 
within your subconscious mind. The amygdala is an almond-
shaped section of the brain that scientists believe helps consoli-
date our long-term memories and stores the emotions associated 
with them. It is best known as the center for fear response. If 
you get an uneasy feeling about a customer’s order, it could be 
that your amygdala is responding to the clue or a combination of 
circumstances that have caused customer problems in the past. 
When you get cues like this, it pays to double-check that your 
customer’s order is progressing as planned; sometimes premoni-
tions about problems turn out to be accurate.53
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The best salespeople treat the members of their internal 
networks with the same care that they treat their customers. 
A good way to illustrate their behavior is with the story of the 
apocryphal salesperson who returns to his home office after a 
sales trip, but does not get around to meeting with his boss 
until the end of the day. Instead, he starts by visiting his friends 
in accounts receivable and the plant and the warehouse. He 
brightens up their days by making jokes and delivering small 
gifts or tickets to a ballgame. He does not appear to be working, 
but he is. He is thanking the members of his support network 
for favors they did for him while he was on the road and he is 
making sure that they will not have forgotten him when he 
calls on them in the future.

The reason the visit to the boss can wait until the end of 
the day is that the salesperson knows that the members of his 
support network are the people on whom he will depend when 
his customers experience the inevitable crises. He realizes that 
the willingness of these people to help when there are problems 
is determined by the quality of his personal relationship with 
them—the favors done and returned, the loyalty and friendship, 
and the occasional gift and gratuity, too.

Sometimes, a competitor might also be part of the sales-
person’s network. There is an oft-told story of a Hertz manager 
who runs out of cars and, rather than risking the loss of a loyal 
customer, rents a car from Avis and delivers it to the customer 
personally and at no charge. Next time, will the customer go 
to Avis because Hertz might not have a car? Of course not. He 
knows that one way or another Hertz will provide him with a 
car. If you sell a product that is a commodity and your com-
pany cannot fill an order for a valuable customer, try to obtain 
the product from a competitor to keep the customer happy.

Begin building your support network by identifying the 
people in your company who exert operational control over the 
processes affecting your customers’ results. Make an effort to 
meet them and invest some time in establishing solid working 
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relationships. Ask yourself what you can do to make their work 
lives a little easier. Be sure to “Go first”—that is, do something 
for them without the expectation of an immediate payback. 
Finally, show that you appreciate it when things go well. Too 
often, the only time managers and employees inside a com-
pany hear from salespeople is when things have gone wrong. 
Be doubly appreciative whenever they help you solve a cus-
tomer problem.

Inf l uencing Wi t hou t Au t hori t y

The best salespeople are always highly skilled influencers. After 
all, they cannot demand that customers buy their products and 
services. They must persuade customers and positively guide 
their decision process. The same skills that you use to influence 
customers come into play when you are working with an inter-
nal support network. Babson College’s Allan Cohen and Stanford 
Graduate School of Business professor David Bradford label this 
ability “influence without authority” in their classic book on the 
subject. They say that the mindset with which you approach the 
members of your support network will often predetermine how 
effectively it operates. They suggest these four “operating rules 
for treating those you wish to influence”:55

9	 Mutual respect: Always treat your network members as 
peers and assume that they are “competent and smart.”

9	 Openness: Always be honest and “talk straight to them.”
9	 Trust: Always act in the belief that your network members 

are as interested in supporting you as you are in supporting 
them.

9	 Mutual benefit: Always seek solutions that enable all of the 
network members involved in a situation to win.
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Skill #3: Communicate Your Customer’s Needs  
and Expectations
As a salesperson, you are a customer-facing employee. You 

spend all of your time thinking about and working with custom-
ers. In order to be successful, you must be very attuned to their 
needs and expectations. However, you should recognize that 
you may well be a minority within your company. Most compa-
nies are staffed with many employees who rarely, or sometimes 
never, come into contact with a customer. These employees do 
not understand your customers’ business processes or the part 
played by the products and services they provide to your cus-
tomers’ companies.

This reality can become quickly and painfully clear when 
you examine how sellers respond to customer problems. Several 
decades ago, when many of the larger body parts on cars were 
still being made from aluminum, the Chally Group conducted 
a market research project for Kaiser Aluminum. During the 
project, one of Kaiser’s major customers, a Big Three automaker, 
told us about an ongoing problem it was having with the car 
hoods supplied by our client. Kaiser was making the hoods on 
four huge presses in one of its plants, but one of the presses was 
malfunctioning, and as a result sometimes produced defective 
hoods. Faced with regular shipping deadlines and unable to 
manufacture the additional hoods needed to replace the defec-
tive pieces immediately, the operational managers at the Kaiser 
plant made the following command decision: They decided to 
always send the full shipment of hoods, including those with 
the defects, to the automaker in order to fulfill the terms of 
the contract. They reasoned that the customer would prefer to 
get the full shipment rather than a partial shipment, and that 
when the customer pulled the defective hoods, Kaiser could 
ship replacements in a later order.

Unfortunately, Kaiser’s plant managers had no idea whether 
or not this was a viable solution from the customer’s perspec-
tive, and they did not check with either the customer or the  
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salesperson responsible for the account. As it turned out, the 
hoods were large and heavy parts, and sorting through them 
required a lot of space and several teams of the customer’s employ-
ees. Worse, some of the defective hoods were slipping through 
the sorting process and causing production delays on the assem-
bly line because nearly completed cars had to be reworked. The 
solution that sounded so good to Kaiser’s managers was creating 
an ongoing crisis in the customer’s assembly plant.

When we reported the story to Kaiser’s sales team, they 
immediately solved the problem by sending a five-member 
employee team and a flatbed truck to the customer’s plant to 
sort and remove the remaining defective hoods. They also cre-
ated a new policy that required their company’s plant managers 
to participate in the annual contract renewal meeting with the 
customer. They wanted to ensure that their managers clearly 
understood their customer’s priorities. Soon, Kaiser earned a 
much larger share of the automaker’s business.

The hard lesson here is that it is highly likely that many 
of your company’s managers are not qualified to make deci-
sions that relate to your customers. They see the world in terms 
of their own responsibilities and schedules, and in those terms, 
the right solution for your customer may not look like a viable 
option. For instance, operational managers will often think that 
it makes more sense to offer a customer a discount on the price 
to make up for a missed shipment than it does to manufacture 
and ship several partial shipments. Unfortunately, a few dollars 
saved is not going to be much consolation to a customer who 
has to shut down his lines because of the missing parts.

The proactive solution to problems like these is education. 
The best salespeople make sure that the managers and employ-
ees within their companies understand the customer’s needs 
and expectations. You can begin this process of education by 
anticipating the problems that might arise as your customer’s 
order is processed. Ask yourself—or better yet, subtly ask your  
customers—what kinds of resolutions would work best for 
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them. Ask your company’s managers how they would normally 
address common customer problems. Then, make sure their 
solutions are aligned to your customer’s needs. Further, when 
customers have special needs and expectations, make sure that 
everyone involved with fulfilling the order is aware of them. 
Finally, make sure that you will be a participant in the resolu-
tion of problems. You want to be part of the decision-making 
process, not surprised by it.

The Platform of Professional Competence

In the previous three chapters, we have explored the first three 
rules that business customers expect salespeople to abide by. We 
have seen how and why world-class salespeople act as business 
agents and accept accountability for their customers’ results. 
We have seen how and why they develop and demonstrate their 
understanding of their customers’ businesses by analyzing them 
with a CEO’s eyes. Finally, we have seen how and why they 
position themselves on the customer’s side of the table by repre-
senting and protecting the customer’s best interests as advocates 
and expediters.

Fi v e Ways t o Become a Be tt  er E x pedi t er

	 1.	 Network with all key internal people before problems arise.
	 2.	 Build rapport with every key function, and develop as many 

working friendships as possible.
	 3.	 Visit key function areas to learn how they work.
	 4.	 Personally credit others for their assistance, and make sure 

they hear good news as well as bad news.
	 5.	 Identify the “higher authorities” to contact if standard resolu-

tion methods are not sufficient.
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These three rules and their associated skills are the corner-
stones of an elevated platform of professional competence. This 
platform enables salespeople to stand above a large majority of 
their competitors. More important, it allows them to stand out 
in their customers’ minds as attractive business partners. Now, 
it is time to build upon that platform in the quest to super-
charge your performance and achieve sales excellence.
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You do not sell in a vacuum. Your customers’ needs, your 

company’s offerings and targets, and the competitive 

challenges you face are always changing and making ever-

increasing demands on you. The three rules of professional 

competence described in Part Two provide the basis for 

meeting those demands and building a strong foundation 

for your sales success. But what happens when you are com-

peting against another salesperson with the same founda-

tional level of skills or when, as will eventually be the case, 

the majority of salespeople all have the same skill level? The 

four rules of Part Three, which we call the advanced rules 

of sales excellence, offer a solution to those dilemmas.

The four advanced rules and their associated skills are refine-
ments and extensions of the foundational rules. In other words, 
they cannot and should not be thought of as discrete skills. If you 
are not accountable for customer results, do not understand the 
customer’s business, and do not act as your customer’s advocate, 
you cannot fulfill the customer demands that underlie the second 
set of rules or effectively wield the skills that derive from them.

Part Three

The Advanced Rules of Sales Excellence
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Once you have mastered the skills of the first three rules, 
however, the second set of rules will enable you to raise your 
performance and success to the pinnacle of sales success. This 
is a rarified position. In our surveys, business customers have 
awarded it to fewer than 1 percent of the salespeople with 
which they come into contact. It is also a privileged position. 
Business customers award the largest share of their business to 
these world-class salespeople.

As with the previous rules, the final four customer rules 
are not based on the subjective opinions of business customers, 
which are usually skewed by their most recent or most vivid 
experiences and/or the desire to please the interviewer. Instead, 
they are derived from and correlated against business custom-
ers’ buying habits. These results empirically prove that when 
customers make their buying decisions, they place substantial 
weight on these final four expectations of salespeople:

First, they expect salespeople to understand that the feature 
and benefit attributes of their products and services are only 
inert descriptions of value. Descriptions of features and benefits 
cannot tell customers how to apply the solutions, and they do 
not help customers in their quest to actually capture the results 
they hope to achieve. Instead, customers want salespeople who 
are experts in the practical applications of their offerings and 
who are able to explain how the customer’s people, processes, 
and technologies will have to adjust in order to implement and 
capture solution value.

Second, they expect salespeople to realize that one of the 
most stressful aspects of working with any outsourced busi-
ness partner is the limited accessibility that the customer has 
to the vendor’s staff and resources. Customers want to work 
with salespeople who will respond immediately to their calls 
for assistance and who will provide them with the service they 
need whenever and wherever it is required.

Third, they expect salespeople to recognize that problems 
will inevitably arise over the course of any sustained business 
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relationship. Customers want to work with salespeople who are 
able to proactively identify, consider, and discuss the problems 
that tend to occur in the purchase, delivery, and use of their 
products and services. (They cannot and will not buy from sales-
people who ignore or hide the potential barriers to their desired 
results.) Further, customers demand that salespeople construc-
tively address their problems by either personally resolving them 
or by assembling and supervising the specialists who can.

Fourth, they expect salespeople to know that in free markets 
the challenges of competition and change are always present, and 
that those businesses that are not growing are dying. Accordingly, 
customers want to work with salespeople who are prepared to 
provide new and added value to their businesses on a continuous 
basis. These are salespeople who can recognize and respond to 
their customer’s spoken and unspoken needs with the incremen-
tal and breakthrough improvements that are capable of driving 
the customer’s results to new and higher levels.

The four advanced rules described in the chapters of Part 
Three encapsulate and clarify these customer expectations. Their 
associated skills are designed to enable you to improve your 
ability to establish, retain, and expand your business with new 
and existing customers. The next four chapters will describe 
how you can demonstrate and persuade your customers of the 
applicability of your products and services, your accessibility, 
your problem-solving prowess, and your ability to deliver inno-
vations that will create new value for their companies. These are 
the rules and the skills that will help you win new customers 
when the competition is at its most intense, and enable you to 
create the levels of loyalty and sales growth that mark the most 
profitable relationships with existing customers.

The Advanced Rules of Sales Excellence
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Chapter 6

“You Must Bring Us Applications”

It is unusual to find a salesperson profiled in a busi-

ness magazine. It is much rarer to find such a profile in  

The New Yorker, a literary magazine covering contemporary 

culture. Then, one of its writers, James Stewart, went to 

Steinway Hall, the venerable piano maker’s flagship show-

room in Manhattan, and met Erica Feidner, who, in 2001, 

had been Steinway & Sons’ top salesperson for six years 

running. She sold $4 million worth of pianos in 1999.

Feidner’s success derived from her ability to match potential 
buyers to pianos. Her New Yorker profile “Matchmaker” (August 
20, 2001) opens with a description of how after a discussion with 
a new customer, Feidner writes a number on a slip of paper. She 
then leads the customer through the 300-odd pianos on display, 
the largest inventory of Steinways in the world. The customer 
plays more than a dozen, but is unable to find one that is exactly 
right. Feidner mentions that there is a new arrival, which she has 
played, but it is not yet on the floor. The piano is brought to the 
display floor and, while playing it, the customer quickly realizes 
it is perfect. Feidner produces the piece of paper on which she 
had written the number earlier in the day. The number matches 
the serial number of the piano the customer has decided to buy.
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Magic? It certainly feels that way to many of the customers 
who purposely seek out Feidner when they shop for a Stein-
way. But as Stewart delves into her methods, another picture 
emerges. For instance, at the beginning of a sale, Feidner habit-
ually spends an hour or more chatting with the customer—not 
about the heritage, quality, or available models and options of 
Steinway’s pianos, but about the customer’s level of play, play-
ing style, taste in music, where and how often the customer will 
play the piano, what he or she will play on it, and what kind of 
response, action, and tone the customer expects.

Although she was trained as a professional pianist and can 
make a piano sing, Feidner insists that her customers play the 
pianos they are considering rather than having her play for 
them. She leaves audience-shy customers alone while they play. 
If she is working with neophytes or non-players who are buy-
ing for someone else, she teaches them how to hear, feel, and 
describe the differences in pianos, and she teaches them simple 
tunes so that they can play, too. Stewart, who was planning 
to buy a Yamaha piano before meeting Feidner and eventually 
purchased a Steinway for twice the price instead, writes:

[A]fter they meet her many soon find themselves in the grip of 
musical ambitions they never knew they harbored. These ambi-
tions often include buying a specific piano that they feel they 
can no longer live without, even if it strains both their living 
rooms and their bank accounts.

Interestingly, Steinway’s best salesperson for years running 
does not always have the company’s highest closing ratio with 
walk-in customers. One of the reasons is that she does not push 
her customers into buying decisions. Stewart himself “forgets” 
he is on a selling floor as he makes repeated visits to Steinway 
Hall to play the pianos, until he is startled to discover that one 
that he liked has been sold to someone else. Another reason is 
that Feidner is driven to sell each of her customers the perfect 
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piano. “She will often ask a customer to wait until the right 
piano materializes, and this can take months or, in rare cases, 
years,” writes Stewart.

Luckily, Feidner does not need to close sales quickly to main-
tain her sales volume. Instead, she spends a substantial portion 
of her time maintaining contact with and providing service to 
her existing customers. For instance, she encourages Stewart to 
take lessons to improve his playing skills and recommends three 
teachers, one of whom he finds is a “good match.” (Feidner has 
worked with more than 800 teachers in the New York City area, 
many of whom refer potential customers.) She invites him to 
attend recitals at Steinway Hall. She even asks him to play in one. 
After Stewart accepts, and while he is traveling on a book tour, 
Feidner helps him maintain his practice schedule by arranging 
for him to play Steinways in each city he visits. Stewart ranks his 
appearance at the recital “among the high points of my life.”

As a result of services like these, Feidner is able to maintain 
her flow of deals through referrals from her customers. (The 
New Yorker article is essentially a 7,000-word customer recom-
mendation read by three-quarters of a million subscribers.) In 
fact, the stream of recommendations she receives is so robust 
that in June 2004, Feidner was able to tell Inc. magazine, which 
featured her on the cover, that she was only seeing new custom-
ers by referral.56

How does Feidner’s highly successful selling strategy relate 
to the business-to-business environment? Let’s review its major 
elements:

9	 The salesperson has expert knowledge of the product.
9	 The sales process is intensely focused on the customer’s needs 

and the intended use of the product being purchased.
9	 The process includes the education and guidance that the 

customer requires to make the best buying decision.
9	 The salesperson refuses to sell a product that will not fulfill 

the customer’s needs.



115

9	 The salesperson treats the sale itself as the first step in an 
ongoing process designed to ensure that the customer 
receives all of the benefits of the purchase.

These elements all sound very familiar to us because they 
are the same qualities that we hear business customers describ-
ing. These are qualities that the customers we have studied 
consistently identify with the world-class salespeople. They are 
also the qualities that satisfy the customer expectations and 
demands that have given rise to the fourth customer rule: “You 
must bring us applications.”

Applications Trump Features and Benefits

If you think back to the three overarching customer “wants” 
that we discussed in Chapter 2, it is clear that each is intimately 
connected to the fourth customer rule, which requires that 
salespeople provide applications. First, customers want substan-
tiated value, a demand that cannot be fulfilled until whatever 
you are selling has been successfully applied. It must be in place 
and producing results. Second, they want solutions rather than 
products and services. In other words, they do not want to hear 
a soliloquy on features and benefits, no matter how entertain-
ing. They want to learn how the offering fits their needs, see 
that it can be implemented, and be convinced that it will pro-
duce the results they desire. Third, they want to outsource any 
element of their business that is not a core competence. In other 
words, they will almost always want you to take on as much of 
the implementation of the solution, and the ongoing manage-
ment responsibility for it, as is feasible.

These are the major reasons why a focus on solution appli-
cations will virtually always trump recitations of features and 
benefits—no matter how compelling they may be—in today’s 
business-to-business environment. Your customers know that 
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if they cannot capture the promise of value through success-
ful application, the return they can earn on their investment 
will be, at best, limited and at worst, a total loss that might 
also negatively impact other aspects of their business perfor-
mance and corporate results. The latter case is not an exaggera-
tion. Consider, for example, what can happen to a company’s 
productivity and workflow when the implementation of an  
enterprise-wide IT package runs off the rails.

The more complex the solutions you sell, the more critical 
and the more valuable your application expertise becomes to 
your customers. Pianos are not often thought of as complex 
products, but unlike many mass-produced instruments, there 
are substantial differences between each of Steinway’s handmade 
pianos. Every piano that Erica Feidner sells responds differently 
when played, and every one has a unique sound. Every customer 
to whom she sells has a different repertoire and playing style. It 
is no wonder that customers place a high premium on her ability 
to create the perfect match between piano and player. The same 
is true of any complex business solution. Your ability to create 
the perfect match between your offerings and your customers’ 
situations is a critical skill in bringing them applications.

At first glance, products and services that are commodi-
ties might not appear to require the same degree of application 
expertise on the part of salespeople as do more complex prod-
ucts. Commodities are typically mature, standardized catego-
ries of products and services with which customers are already 
very familiar. Accordingly, it is often suggested that custom-
ers do not need salespeople to provide applications in order to 
buy the commodities, use them, and achieve the desired results. 
Surprisingly, however, our studies of business customers have 
revealed just the opposite. Buyers in commodity markets con-
sider application expertise to be as valuable, if not more valu-
able, than do buyers of complex solutions.

While the need for application expertise might not be as 
great in commodity markets, its relative rarity makes it an 
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added benefit and a strong differentiating factor. Further, while 
commodities themselves may not be unique, the customers that 
buy them are. Each of your business customers has a unique 
strategy, culture, business structure, and so on. Each has dif-
ferent needs and is driving toward different results. Because of 
all these customer-based variables, the ways in which commod-
itized products and services can be applied within individual 
companies are unique too. The salesperson’s ability to bring 
applications to commodity customers can improve their cus-
tomers’ results. Thus, salespeople who can provide application 
expertise shine in their customers’ eyes.

In fact, as you can see in the table that follows, almost all of 
the sales forces rated world class by the business customers in our 
studies have been sellers of products that are usually considered 
low-margin commodities in mature markets, such as printing 

Consultat i v e Sel l ing

The idea of salespeople as consultants should be familiar to any-
one who has been following the evolution of sales strategy. Mack 
Hanan, along with coauthors James Cribbin and Herman Heiser, 
first coined the phrase “consultative selling” in a book of the same 
name published by the American Management Association in 1970. 
It has proven to be a perennially popular concept. Hanan’s substan-
tially heftier seventh edition of the book was published in 2004.

The original edition proposed consultative selling as a solution 
for key account selling in a newly emerging business environment 
that the authors characterized as driven by “increased product 
standardization,” “accelerated competition,” “protracted price 
erosion,” “demands for customer service,” and “stratified decision 
making.”57 If you compare this list to your sales challenges today, 
it suggests that there might be some truth in the old quote, “The 
more things change, the more they remain the same.”

“You Must Bring Us Applications”
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paper, business forms, office supplies, chemicals, and original 
equipment auto parts. Only two companies have been identi-
fied as world-class more than once, and they are in commodity 
markets, too. Because everything else is more or less equal in 
these industries, capabilities such as the application expertise of 
salespeople have an oversized impact on the customer.

How Customers Rank Selling Effectiveness in Different  
Industry Segments

Rank	 Industry	 Average Rating
	 1	 Fine Paper	 89.50

	 2	 Business Forms	 88.65

	 3	 Maintenance, Repair, and Operations	 88.47

	 4	 Original Equipment Auto Parts	 88.36

	 5	 Office Supplies	 88.27

	 6	 Chemicals	 87.97

	 7	 Rubber	 87.87

	 8	 Primary Metals	 87.74

	 9	 Electronics	 87.70

	10	 Office Productivity	 86.67

	11	 Aftermarket Auto Parts	 86.52

	12	 Health Care	 86.10

	13	 Pharmaceuticals	 85.99

	14	 Computers and Software	 85.80

	15	 Delivery/Freight*	 85.51

	16	 Telecommunications	 82.54

*Freight combined with Mail into a “Delivery” segment

Key to Ratings:
	100	 =	 Excellent
	 90	 =	 Very Good
	 80	 =	 Good
	 70	 =	 Average
	 60	 =	 Poor
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Whether you sell complex solutions or commodities, provid-
ing applications requires a very different approach than present-
ing features and benefits. The primary expertise of salespeople 
who focus on features and benefits is product (and/or service) 
knowledge. This knowledge becomes the basis for describ-
ing the attributes of their products and services, as well as the 
generic benefits that those attributes can deliver to the cus-
tomer. The ability to successfully provide applications requires 
product knowledge, too, but that is not enough. It also requires 
extended application competence, such as understanding cus-
tomers’ needs and installation and integration considerations. 
This is why we say that world-class salespeople adopt the role of 
the consultant in order to fulfill the fourth customer rule.

The Salesperson as Consultant

There are many reasons why the consultant metaphor is appli-
cable to the work of providing applications. Consultants are 
expected to understand their clients’ wants and needs. They 
are expected to provide expert, objective advice on how to best 
address those wants and needs. Often, they are engaged to man-
age the implementation of the solutions they recommend, as well 
as integrating them into the client’s existing business systems. 
Finally, consultants are also increasingly being called upon to 
ensure that the solutions continue to produce the desired results 
as long as they are in use. (It is only a small step from this last 
consulting service to outsourcing, which is the primary reason 
so many of the biggest players in the global consulting industry 
have also become major providers of outsourced services.) These 
are the same tasks that we see business customers demanding 
of salespeople. Not coincidentally, they are also tasks that are 
integral to the customer-centered sales strategies that so many 
business-to-business sellers have adopted.
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As with any metaphor, there are some limits to the consul-
tant role that salespeople should keep in mind. Consultants are 
paid for the time they spend with clients, but salespeople (and/
or the companies that employ them) are paid only if and when a 
sale materializes. Second, consultants are paid no matter which 
solutions they recommend to their clients, but salespeople are 
rewarded for providing the fixed set of solutions offered by their 
companies. In other words, there are times when the roles of 
the salesperson and the consultant rightfully diverge.

When salespeople forget or confuse these distinctions, they 
sometimes end up becoming what Prime Resource Group 
founder Jeff Thull calls “unpaid consultants.” They can also 
become what George Dudley of Behavioral Sciences Research 
Press terms “professional visitors.”58 The best salespeople avoid 
these pitfalls by remaining focused on the fact that to be suc-
cessful they must sell their products and services. This does not 
mean that they sell inappropriate solutions to their customers; 
rather, it means that they quickly and continuously evaluate the 
fit between their customers’ needs and the salesperson’s solu-
tions. Whenever it becomes clear that resolving a customer’s 
problem cannot serve both the customer and the salesperson’s 
company, these salespeople move to more viable opportunities.

That said, a good way to understand the work of providing 
applications is to think of your sales in terms of four levels of 
application competence and accountability:

	 1.	 The first level of competence encompasses the specification, 
or the proper configuration of the application.

	 2.	 The second level of competence is the delivery and installa-
tion of the application.

	 3.	 The third level of competence is the integration of the 
application into the customer’s existing business system.

	 4.	 The fourth level of competence is the usage or ongoing 
delivery of the application’s desired results, as well as the 
identification of the customer’s future needs.



121

Sometimes salespeople will have the competence needed to 
fulfill each application level on their own. Sometimes they will 
call upon and supervise a team of application experts who will 
assist them in providing the information and expertise needed 
to fulfill the dictates of each level. In every case, and in keeping 
with the first customer rule, world-class salespeople always take 
on accountability for the successful completion of each level.

Let’s take a look at the components of each of these levels, 
the responsibilities that business customers expect salespeople 
(and their teams) to shoulder in each, and the skills that sales-
people need to employ to fulfill those responsibilities.

Level One: Specification Competence

The first level of application competence and accountability is 
the specification of the best solution to the customer’s prob-
lem. This is the challenge described by Cindy Shulman, sales 
manager in Exxon Chemical’s Polypropylene Division, during 
a Selling Power–sponsored roundtable conference with winners 
of Chally’s World-Class Sales Excellence Award:

Salespeople must be able to understand their customers’ needs 
in terms of where they want to go. They must figure out how to 
match up our capabilities with the customer’s needs and how 
to bring organization to the customer’s goals. . . . Salespeople 
must understand what the customer really wants and be able 
to develop win/win solutions.59

As Shulman says, “win/win solutions” are built around the 
fit between the seller’s capabilities and the customer’s needs. To 
analyze and create that fit, salespeople cultivate two basic types 
of knowledge: knowledge of their products and services, as we 
mentioned earlier, and knowledge of the customer’s unique sit-
uation and condition. Both are critical prerequisites of “fit.”
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Knowledge Type #1: Applied Product Knowledge
Most customer-centered sales processes begin with an 

analysis of customer needs, but customer needs are not the 
true starting point for specification competence. Before sales-
people contact prospective customers, they must know what 
they are selling and, in particular, the capabilities their com-
panies can deliver to customers. The best salespeople filter 
everything that their customers tell them about their needs 
and wants through this prism of product and service capa-
bilities, looking for the points of intersection. They know that 
this is the acid test of applicability. If a salesperson contacts a 
customer who has a problem that his company’s solutions can-
not address in a significant way, it is a disservice to the cus-
tomer and waste of the salesperson’s time to continue through 
the sales process.

Product knowledge is relatively common among business-to-
business salespeople. Most sellers provide product knowledge 
training as a component in the orientation of new salespeople. 
They also train their sales forces when new products and ser-
vices are launched as part of the process of bringing them to 
market. Many sellers, however, remain more focused on prod-
uct features than on the solution capabilities that can be derived 
from those features. Furthermore, a significant number of sell-
ers do not provide any product knowledge training to their 
employees—19.4 percent in 2005, according to Training maga-
zine.60 If your employer is among the former, you will need to 
translate product features into capabilities. If your employer is 
among the latter, you will have to develop your applied product 
knowledge on your own. In any case, the best salespeople have 
a well-developed comprehension of both the features and capa-
bilities of their products and services. They are also well aware 
of the practical limitations of their knowledge, and they do not 

“stretch” those limits. Instead, they know when to call in expert 
help from within their companies, and they know whom to call 
in, too.
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Knowledge Type #2: Granular Customer Knowledge
The second prerequisite of “fit” is knowledge of the cus-

tomer’s situation and/or problems. We have already described 
the importance of understanding the customer’s business in 
the macro sense of the CEO in Chapter 4, but when it comes 
to applications, the salesperson’s understanding has to take a 
sharper focus. Salespeople need information that is more gran-
ular and practical in order to provide the right application. This 
is usually operational information that is directly related to the 
solution capabilities that they are selling. The only sources for 
it are direct observation and/or the employees within the cus-
tomer company.

This is where needs analysis and other information- 
gathering tools and skills become an integral part of the sales pro-
cess. There are three reasons that understanding the intricacies of 
the customer’s situation in detail is critical to sales success:

9	 First, you cannot solve a problem you do not understand. 
If you do not know what conditions and situations the cus-
tomer is experiencing, you cannot determine the appropri-
ate solutions.

9	 Second, you cannot set a goal without a baseline. If you do 
not understand the customer’s current position, you cannot 
determine whether your product or service has delivered 
any benefit to the customer.

9	 Third, you cannot sell a solution to a customer who does 
not recognize that he has a problem. If your customers do 
not realize that they are experiencing “pain,” they have no 
reason to buy your applications.

It is for all of these reasons that the best salespeople become 
experts at uncovering the full dimensions of their customers’ 
problems. Most important, they know how to create the cus-
tomer trust and gain the access to the customer’s organization 
that are required to glean information about the customer’s  
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condition. They know where to go within a customer’s com-
pany to discover the problems that their products and services 
address. Once they reach those locations, they know how to 
elicit the information they need. They are expert question-
ers, and they know how to listen and what to listen for in the 
answers that customers give.

Isabel Kersen, past president of the Professional Society for 
Sales & Marketing Training, summed up all of these skills well 
when she said, “Salespeople need to understand the customer’s 
real needs and make the right connection with the company’s 
solutions. If they are not good at learning, they won’t be able 
to connect the two. The most important thing we can teach 
salespeople is how to learn all the time.”61

The best salespeople complete the specification process by 
comparing what they have learned about the customer’s needs 
to the capabilities offered by their companies. They know how 

Att ributes That Support Specification Competence

Salespeople who are experts at specifying applications generally 
are able to:

9	 Develop a sound understanding of applications in order to 
quickly assess a sales opportunity and prioritize how much 
time to devote to it.

9	 Understand customer needs in order to properly configure 
an application with the appropriate group of features and 
options.

9	 Focus on the intangible and emotional benefits that will 
ensure customer satisfaction, as well as provide the rationale 
that justifies the purchase.

9	 Vary the benefit message to fit the buyer even when the 
product offering is fairly fixed.
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to match problems and solutions and create the best fit. Finally, 
they are experts at communicating applications to the decision-
makers within their customers’ companies. They do this by 
not only describing the proposed application, but by describ-
ing the conditions that justify its use and the benefits that will 
accrue to their customers as those conditions are successfully 
addressed. In other words, they walk their customers through 
the specification process.

Level Two: Installation Competence

Specifying the right solution is essential, but until that solution 
is in place and ready to use, it is useless to your customers. That 
brings us to the second level of knowledge that salespeople must 
develop—installation competence. Salespeople with installation 
accountability ensure that the products and services they are 
selling can be, and are, delivered and implemented as agreed.

Delivery means that the right goods and services appear at 
the right place in the right time frame. It sounds simple and it 
should be, but answer this: how many times have you stopped 
doing business with a company because you received the wrong 
merchandise, or you did not receive what you ordered at all, or 
you received it before you were ready for it or after you expected 
it? The reality is that minor mistakes can kill customer relation-
ships just as easily as do major problems. In fact, they actually 
kill more business relationships, because they occur much more 
frequently.

Implementation means that the product is set up and 
ready to use or that the service is in place and ready to execute. 
Machinery must be unpacked, assembled, and tested; soft-
ware has to be installed; employee data must be obtained and 
uploaded. In this case, the salesperson takes responsibility for 
ensuring that the customers can begin using the application in 
the time frame specified in the contract.

“You Must Bring Us Applications”
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The degree of installation competence you need to attain will 
vary widely depending on what you sell. You will always have 
delivery considerations. At Chally, we administer assessments 
over the Internet, but we must still “deliver” remote access to 
our databases to our clients so that they can take our tests, read 
test results, and utilize the variety of other services we offer. It is 
possible that you might be selling in an environment that does 
not have implementation considerations, such as selling paper 
to customers who will load it into a printer themselves. But 
every day, there are fewer and fewer of these “drop at the dock” 
sales that involve salespeople. Already, the vast majority of them 
are either automated and transmitted over the Internet or taken 
over the phone by customer service reps in call centers.

When we study world-class salespeople, we find that the 
following three tasks (and skill sets) are associated with instal-
lation competence.

Scheduling: The best salespeople are expert schedulers. 
They do not passively accept deadlines, nor do they agree to 
installation terms their companies cannot meet. Instead, they 
are realistic in the establishment of the timing for application 
delivery and implementation. They work with their custom-
ers to define the installation expectations for the application. 
They create installation timelines and surface timing conflicts 
by working backward from the date that the customer requires 
the application to be in place and ready to use. They ensure that 
their companies can meet the proposed timeline. In addition, 
they communicate the resulting schedule to everyone who will 
be responsible for meeting the dates agreed upon.

Coordination: The best salespeople are expert coordinators. 
They proactively manage the interaction of all of the parties 
involved in the sale. They make sure that their own companies’ 
employees, outside contractors, and their customers’ employees 
are properly introduced and are aware of each other’s respon-
sibilities and needs. These salespeople pay specific attention 
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to the handoff points in the delivery and implementation of 
their applications. They know that these points often represent 

“white spaces” between functions and organizations, a sort of 
no man’s land where neither party has full responsibility for or 
total control of the application, and each assumes the other is 
managing the process.

Confirmation: Finally, the best salespeople avoid unpleas-
ant surprises by confirming, as opposed to assuming, that 
deadlines have been met. They check to make sure that the 
applications they sell are moving through the installation time-
line as expected. They follow up within their organizations to 
ensure that production and processing deadlines are kept. They 
confirm shipping dates and track orders to make sure that 
deliveries are made. They call their customers to make sure 
that shipments have arrived and contain everything that they 
should. They confirm dates with installers and check to ensure 
that everything needed to implement the application will be 
available. And finally, they contact or meet with their custom-
ers to confirm that the application is in place and ready to use.

Level Three: Integration Competence

If you are past a certain age it will not seem so long ago that a 
copier was a monster of a machine that was usually only leased 
from its real master. Its inner workings were arcane and its out-
put was fickle. The installation of this beast was relatively simple, 
but that did not guarantee that you would receive its full ben-
efits. You had to be prepared to receive the copier, which needed 
a proper office and certain climatic conditions. Someone, a so-
called “key holder,” had to be taught how to feed and coddle it. 
These were considerations that were part and parcel of the third 
level of application knowledge—integration competence.

Integration competence and accountability is critical because 
the installation of your solutions is never enough to ensure that 
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the customer will receive their full benefit. Your solutions must 
also be aligned with all of the elements already in place within 
the customer’s company. You will find that the importance of 
the distinction between installation and integration tends to 
rise in tandem with the complexity of your application.

There are many examples of solutions that require integra-
tion. SFA (sales force automation) is one that might be very 
familiar to you. When SFA solutions were first introduced, 
many of the companies that purchased and installed them had 
a difficult time realizing the increases in sales productivity and 
customer service and satisfaction that SFA vendors were trum-
peting at every opportunity. There were several reasons for these 
shortfalls in benefit achievement. For one, the customers’ sales 
forces first had to be trained to use the software, and then had 
to change their behaviors and routines to accommodate it. For 
another, other functions within the companies, such as cus-
tomer service and support, had to be able to easily access the 
relevant customer data that was collected by the new SFA sys-
tems. The SFA software had to be seamlessly integrated with 
the companies’ legacy systems. One or both of these integration 
requirements were often less than comprehensively addressed 
by SFA sellers, and as a result, many early SFA projects were 
deemed failures.

Integration challenges, like those inherent in SFA, often 
spell the difference between a handsome return on investment 
and none at all. They are also challenges that are very difficult 
for customers to identify in advance. Further, many salespeople 
tend to downplay or even purposely ignore them, especially 
when they think that the integration barriers might scare off 
the customer. This is a serious mistake; these salespeople quickly 
discover that they cannot attain sales success unless their cus-
tomers attain the results they expect. That is why world-class 
salespeople accept a full measure of integration accountability.

In taking accountability for the integration of applications, 
salespeople consider the customers’ existing business system. 



129

The best salespeople ensure that their applications are properly 
integrated into their customers’ business by seeking to under-
stand the impact of their applications, preparing their custom-
ers for the issues that normally arise in application adoption, 
and ensuring that those issues are properly addressed.

The skills that world-class salespeople use to bolster their 
integration competence are essentially change management 
skills. The integration of any new application entails changes in 
the customer’s business system. Accordingly, world-class sales-
people prepare their customers to attain the full benefit of their 
solutions by anticipating the impacts that their applications will 
create and the changes they will require as they are woven into 
the following three elements of the customer’s business system.

People: Anytime your products and services require the 
support and participation of the customer’s employees, you 
must consider the human issues of change. The best salespeople 
recognize that many people dislike change, and some actively 
resist it. They also understand that the behavioral changes 
that their customer’s employees must make to use new appli-
cations are often the most difficult to achieve. So, they assess 
the customer’s culture and working mores, surface any conflicts 
between current practices and those required for the new appli-
cation, and offer their customers strategies that will help them 
successfully navigate any required changes.

The best salespeople also ensure that customers understand 
the degree and content of employee training required to suc-
cessfully utilize their applications. They arrange for the neces-
sary training, and then confirm that the customer’s employees 
have actually learned everything they need to know to use the 
application.

Process: One way to view a business is as a collection of pro-
cesses that are aligned and work together to create added-value 
products and services. Everything that a business customer buys 
is somehow related to these processes. It might be consumed by, 
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added to, or become a component of one or more processes. In 
other words, everything you sell has process ramifications; it 
must mesh properly with the customer’s existing processes.

The best salespeople understand the workings and require-
ments of processes with which their applications interact. If 
they sell consumables or raw materials, such as paper, fuel, or 
chemicals, they know what capabilities the process must have 
and how it must operate to make proper use of their products. 
If they sell goods or services that are intended to become a com-
ponent within a process, they investigate how it will impact the 
operation of other components in the process, and what adjust-
ments have to be made to the application or the existing process 
to ensure that they are properly aligned.

Technology: The final element of a business system encom-
passes the technologies that power and speed its processes and 
empower its people. In the modern company, these are usually 
information technology systems that control processes, deliver 

A re You On-boa rding Your Cus t omers?

On-boarding is traditionally thought of as a human resources strat-
egy for processing and orienting new employees, but in recent 
years, an increasing number of companies have been applying the 
concept to new customers. These companies pay extra attention 
to their customers during the first 90 to 120 days, a “honeymoon” 
period during which the customers are usually most open to com-
munication. During that period, sellers who have adopted on-
boarding strategies contact the customers more frequently, collect 
information that enables them to better know and serve their new 
customers, and craft offers that increase satisfaction, loyalty, and 
new sales, too. On-boarding has proven to be especially effective 
at lowering the attrition rates early in the customer relationship in 
sectors such as banking and telecommunications.
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information on demand, and automate work that was previ-
ously done manually. To be effective and deliver their full ben-
efit, the product and service applications that you bring to your 
customers must also be aligned to and work with the existing 
technologies.

The best salespeople are experts at recognizing the potential 
conflicts that exist between their solutions and their custom-
ers’ technologies. They know how to determine whether or not 
the standards and architecture of technologies used by their 
customers are compatible with the applications they are pro-
posing. This is not to say that they can personally resolve all 
these issues, which often require the specialized knowledge of 
applications engineers of all ilks. Rather, they know enough to 
realize whether and where problems may exist and are able to 
call in the resources needed to address them before compatibil-
ity conflicts occur.

Level Four: Usage Competence

Once your products and services are specified, installed, and 
integrated within the customer’s business, there is one last set 
of application considerations that the best salespeople seek to 
understand and manage. This final level of competence encom-
passes all of the ongoing service requirements that ensure that 
the application will continue to deliver all of the customer’s 
desired outcomes. This level is usage competence.

Virtually every product and service has one or more usage 
issues and corresponding opportunities, including those that 
follow.

Replacement: If you sell a product that is consumed, even-
tually it will have to be replaced. Its inventory levels must be 
maintained, and it must be restocked in a regular and timely 
manner. Salespeople and companies that accept accountability 
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in this area enjoy high levels of customer loyalty. Often, we 
see them develop into experts at the replacement process. For 
instance, they might provide automated replenishment ser-
vices that guarantee that the customer always has the optimal 
inventory levels on hand, while simultaneously minimizing the 
customer’s costs with just-in-time delivery. In bundling simple 
commodities with added-value services such as these, salespeo-
ple create a continual stream of repeat sales.

Maintenance: If you sell a product that executes an opera-
tion, its usage requirements probably include periodic mainte-
nance, fuel or other fluids, and replacement parts. Again, the 
opportunity to create and sell added-value services is present. 
Service contracts, leases, aftermarket parts manufacturing and 
sales, and outsourced maintenance services are all huge busi-
ness sectors that have grown out of sellers’ attention to mainte-
nance considerations.

Updates: If you sell software, Internet services, data, or one 
of the many products and services associated with the digital 
age, the usage requirements of your applications are likely to 
include periodic updates that must be delivered and installed 
to keep the application working properly, as well as patches 
designed to repair newly discovered flaws or security exposures. 
We are just starting see the myriad opportunities for new sales 
that these usage factors are generating. The success of Salesforce.
com is a good example. It created a hosted SFA solution that 
eliminated much of the time, effort, and stress that business 
customers were experiencing when they purchased off-the-shelf 
or custom SFA packages, and it was handsomely rewarded by 
customers and investors.

In their rush to win new business, shortsighted salespeople 
often sidestep the usage requirements of their applications or 
leave their fulfillment to other people. They mistakenly see this 
as the rote responsibility of their company’s service and support 
staff. In taking this view, however, they risk losing customers to 
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neglect, errors, or, even worse, the attentions of more application- 
savvy competitors. Further, they miss valuable opportunities to 
strengthen the customer relationship, earn the customer’s loy-
alty, and win repeat business.

By not focusing on usage needs and how they change over 
time, these salespeople also miss an important opportunity to 
identify and fulfill the future needs of their customers, a topic 
that we will discuss at length in Chapter 9. Perhaps because 
they are too focused on new business or short-term challenges 
that leave them little time to think strategically, or because they 
do not maintain ongoing contact with the customer, they are 
unable to see coming needs that customers have not yet recog-
nized and thus provide solutions that could meet them.

The ability to anticipate the customer’s future needs is an 
advanced level of usage competence that enables the best sales-
people to earn access to the C-level (that is, “chief” or top-level) 
decision-makers in customer companies regardless of the nature 
of the product or service they provide. For this reason as well 
as the others already described, world-class salespeople develop 
their expertise in the usage requirements of their applications 
and take every opportunity to fulfill those ongoing customer 
needs themselves.

◆  ◆  ◆

The four levels of application competence and accountabil-
ity—specification, application, integration, and usage—are the 
key to satisfying the dictates of the fourth customer rule. If you 
can meet and exceed the expectations of business customers 
in this regard, they will be able to see beyond the features and 
benefits of the products and services you sell and consider them 
in their true light as a means for reaching their business goals. 
No matter what you sell, if you remain focused on fulfilling the 
fourth customer rule, you can raise the level of your game and 
increase your share of your customers’ business.

“You Must Bring Us Applications”
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Chapter 7

“You Must Be Easily Accessible”

In November 2005, American Airlines launched “Keep-

ing Up with Jenkins,” an advertising campaign featuring 

a hard-working, fast-moving road warrior. In the TV com-

mercial, an executive strides through an office filled with 

cubicles. “Jenkins . . . Jenkins,” he calls out before asking the 

nearest employee, “Do you know where Jenkins sits?”

“Sir, Jenkins doesn’t actually work here,” she hesitantly answers.
“But he’s around here all the time. I saw him this morning,” 

protests the executive.
“Yeah, he’s our software supplier from Chicago,” says the 

woman. Several of her nearby coworkers nod confirmation.
The commercial cuts away to Jenkins at the airport, but it 

returns to the office for the punch line, where the bemused 
executive, walking away, mutters to himself, “I was going to 
give him a raise.”62

American Airlines obviously realizes that clueless bosses are 
always good for a chuckle, but it also knows something about 
what makes salespeople successful. It is clear that Jenkins is act-
ing as a surrogate manager. He is effective enough in this role 
that the executive has trouble believing that Jenkins is not one 
of his company’s employees. Of course, the airline is promoting 
itself as the enabler of the fictional salesperson’s performance, 
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but it is flying right when it suggests that your accessibility to 
customers is a major factor in your sales success.

The problem is that the average salesperson spends an aston-
ishingly small percentage of his or her time in direct contact 
with customers. In fact, studies typically reveal that adminis-
trative chores and traveling eat up the two largest chunks of 
salespeople’s working lives. As mentioned in Chapter 5, the 
work behavior studies we have conducted found that salespeo-
ple spend only 5 percent of their time selling face-to-face with 
customers. Salespeople themselves are surprised by this figure. 
They typically estimate that they spend much more time with 
their customers. Proudfoot Consulting reports similar results in 
its annual studies of corporate productivity, which are based on 
what it discovers at its client companies. In the latest, it found 
that salespeople spend only 11 percent of their time actively 
selling.63

We can safely assume that salespeople do spend additional 
time in direct contact with customers, which is sales-related, if 
not selling per se. Proudfoot reported that its clients’ sales forces 
spent 14 percent of their time problem-solving and 10 percent 
of their time prospecting, both of which would logically include 
some direct contact with customers. But even if that doubles or 
triples the total amount of contact, salespeople are still spend-
ing the majority of their time on tasks that do not include their 
customers—and business customers are not happy about it.

It is actually quite ironic. Salespeople are generally eager 
to spend time with prospective customers, who are often bus-
ily avoiding them. On the other hand, salespeople generally 
neglect their existing customers, who want to spend more time 
with them. We know this based on the results of the many 
proprietary, industry-specific market research studies we have 
conducted for our corporate clients. In each, we ask business-
to-business customers questions about the contact rate of the 
salespeople from their existing vendors, such as “How often do 
you expect to be visited?” and “How often do you expect to be 
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called?” When we compare their expectations to the number 
of sales visits and calls they receive, the actual contact levels 
almost invariably come up short.

This is particularly troublesome because this personal con-
tact is a major factor in retaining customers and expanding 
existing sales relationships, two activities that make an over-
sized contribution to your results and your company’s bottom 
line. When we conducted studies of buyers in physician’s offices 
(including doctors, nurses, and office managers), we discovered 
that customers who simply know their salespeople by name were 
90 percent likely to stay loyal. We also found that the greater 
the degree of “live” interaction between salespeople and their 
customers via personal meetings and telephone calls, the higher 
the customers’ satisfaction and loyalty levels, and the higher the 
percentage of business that customers award their vendors.

Customers want more contact with their salespeople, but 
salespeople are having a difficult time fulfilling this expectation 
because they are distracted by a variety of other demands on 
their time. The result is the fifth customer rule predicting world-
class sales success: “You must be easily accessible.”

The Salesperson as a Traveler

Salespeople have always been the “go-betweens” of the business 
world. They create and maintain the connections between their 
companies and their customers. They are both metaphoric and 
literal travelers, moving continuously between sellers and buyers 
and facilitating the exchange of value. As Craig Wilson, director 
of corporate marketing at International Paper, told us, “It’s about 
the salesperson bringing the organization to the client, and hav-
ing the salesperson bring the client to the organization.”

Of course, the means by which salespeople “travel” vary 
widely and are dependent on their sales environments. Some 
never actually leave their company premises, but are nevertheless  
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traveling to customers via telephone or the Internet. Others 
travel locally, visiting customers in a relatively small geographic 
territory. Still others are true globetrotters who are traveling to 
wherever in the world their customers do business. No mat-
ter how far salespeople travel physically, if they wish to earn 
world-class status, they must fulfill the customer demand for 
accessibility.

Top-ranked sales forces go to great lengths to meet their 
customers’ accessibility expectations. “When they want you, 
you have to be there,” explained Tom Wolven, regional presi-
dent at Alling & Cory. “We carry beepers, use car phones, use 
voice mail. We do everything we can so that even if customers 
call in the middle of the night—the printers run 24 hours a 
day—they can still get us. We’re their total resource in terms of 
responsiveness. We even equip our trucks with two-way radios, 
so if a guy needs his delivery because he’s running out of paper, 
we can divert trucks. We do the whole bit. . . . With this kind 
of fast-paced sales, you have to be accessible, you have to be 
responsive, and you have to solve problems—and staying in 
constant touch is key.”64

There are two important points in Wolven’s statement to 
emphasize:

Point #1: Technology Is an Enabler of World-Class 
Accessibility
The best salespeople utilize technology to ensure that the 

communication channels to their customers are always open. The 
nine-to-five business day simply does not apply in most indus-
tries or in a global economy that spans every time zone. That is 
why, when we benchmark world-class sales forces, we find that, 
like Alling & Cory, they are equipped with as many different 
technologies as they need to maintain customer contact.

There are several codicils worth considering with regard to 
technological solutions. For instance, when business customers 
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describe salespeople who satisfy their demand for accessibility, 
they almost never dwell on the communication technologies 
that the salesperson uses to maintain contact. In other words, 
the means of communication are of little interest to customers. 
Beepers, mobile e-mail, instant messaging, and 800 numbers 
are all well and good, but if salespeople do not actually respond 
when customers call, they are merely avenues of frustration, no 
matter how “cutting edge” they are technologically.

Further, experts are beginning to discover that the same 
technologies that enable sellers to offer their customers 24/7 
access wherever they are in world can also stifle the quality of 
the responses that customers receive. For instance, Swarthmore 
College professor Kenneth Gergen writes about what he calls the 

“challenge of absent presence” and how it can negatively impact 
the effectiveness of face-to-face communication. Absent presence 
is the odd but increasingly common state in which a person “is 
physically present, but is absorbed by a technologically mediated 
world of elsewhere.”65 Picture eating a meal with someone who 
answers a cell phone and begins an animated conversation with 
the caller while you are completely ignored just across the table.

In a related idea, former Microsoft VP of corporate and 
industry initiatives Linda Stone talks about how people are 
developing a mindset of “continuous partial attention” in order 
to be able to scan the constant stream of information from their 
cell phones, mobile devices (such as BlackBerry and Treo), pag-
ers, laptops, and so on, while remaining engaged in their pri-
mary activities. Stone does not think that continuous partial 
attention is a problem in and of itself. However, it can become a 
problem when it distracts people from their priorities and inter-
feres with the quality of their decisions and interactions with 
others. “We’re not ever in a place where we can make a com-
mitment to anything,” Stone recently explained to Newsweek. 

“Constantly being accessible makes you inaccessible.”66

The salient point here is that technology does play an impor-
tant supporting role in satisfying the customer demand for 
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access. But, the fact that it is in place does not fulfill the fifth 
customer rule in and of itself. Rather, it is quality neutral. It 
enables communication and accessibility. Sometimes, however, 
the same technologies that enable your customers to contact 
you can also create barriers to your response effectiveness.

Point #2: The Level and Quality of Response Is the Key 
to World-Class Accessibility
It is how consistently and how well you respond to custom-

ers, more than the technology that connects you to them, that 
is the primary determinant of accessibility in their eyes. This 
might include your response to a prospect’s initial contact with 
your company, a question or a desired change that arises in the 
middle of a sales engagement, or an existing customer’s call for 
information or help. No matter when in the customer relation-
ship the call comes, your response is a primary determinant of 
the outcome.

Responsiveness has been identified as a key characteristic 
in the customer’s perception of service in numerous studies. In 
1990, in one of the seminal books on service quality, Valarie 
Zeithaml, A. Parasuraman, and Leonard Berry reported that 
customers ranked responsiveness as one of the four highest-rated 
criteria in service quality. (The other three criteria were reliability, 
assurance, and empathy.) A year later, Leonard Schlesinger and 
James Heskett reported in Harvard Business Review that a Forum 
Corporation study had found that more than two-thirds of cus-
tomer defections were caused by what customers perceived as 
indifferent or unhelpful responses from sellers. Interestingly, near 
the peak of the Quality Revolution, both teams reported that 
tangible product quality was significantly less important to cus-
tomers than was the quality of the service responses they received 
from sellers. Compared to the two-thirds of customers defecting 
over poor response, the Forum study found that only 14 percent 
of customers defected because of poor product quality.67
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What qualities actually determine ease of accessibility and 
a high-quality response in the business customers’ eyes? In our 
studies, we have found that response excellence is defined by 
and built upon four criteria: how quickly initial contact with the 
salesperson is established, how soon the salesperson’s response is 
delivered, the ability of the salesperson to respond appropriately, 
and the quality and follow-through of the response. These crite-
ria—acknowledgment, proximity, preparation, and execution—
are the four response protocols of world-class accessibility.

Acknowledgment: The Demand for Confirmation

The first response protocol that world-class salespeople adopt 
and practice is plain and simple: they quickly and efficiently 
acknowledge that their customers’ messages have been received. 
This is the most basic response that salespeople can offer their cus-
tomers. However, the truth is that although customers regularly 
reach out to sellers, a significant number of them never receive 
any confirmation that their messages have been received.

Take the lead-generation process as an example. Business-
to-business sellers employ marketing departments whose pri-
mary responsibility is to generate and collect leads. They spend 
huge sums of money and energy to entice potential customers 
to submit Web forms, fill out surveys, mail response cards, and 
call 800 numbers. Yet, of all of the customers who do take the 
time to express their interest, many either do not get a timely 
response, or do not receive any response at all. This is confirmed 
by a study from the Center for Marketing Communications, 
which revealed that 72 percent of inquirers are never contacted 
by a company representative, 43 percent receive requested infor-
mation too late, and 18 percent never receive the information 
they request at all.68

When salespeople ignore or respond too slowly to leads 
and other customer messages, they are sending a signal that is 
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invariably interpreted negatively by the prospective customers. 
The customers are thinking exactly what you would think in 
their shoes: “If they cannot be bothered with me now, what is 
it going to be like when I really need to talk to them?” When 
salespeople do not promptly respond to the inquiries of pro-
spective customers, they miss new business opportunities and 
potentially profitable relationships.

This situation is exacerbated as the customer relationship 
progresses. When information is not forthcoming during the 
sales process, prospects question the wisdom of becoming cus-
tomers. When existing customers send messages and do not 
receive confirmation that they have been heard, they turn to 
competitors. This is particularly true when customers believe 
that their calls for help are being purposely ignored. Now, they 
start to see salespeople as evasive, and worse, dishonest. This is 
when customer defections often become permanent.

Customer problems, even minor ones, demand instant 
acknowledgment. It is an issue of stress management. Your cus-
tomers’ stress levels rise whenever they experience a problem 
involving your products and services that they cannot solve 
themselves. Their stress is a function of two things: insufficient 
information and insufficient control. That is, they do not have 
the means to solve their problem, and their access to those 
means is outside of their span of authority. They must depend 
on you, their business agent, for help.

Insufficient information and control can be an extraordi-
narily incendiary combination when it comes to stress. If you 
are a parent, you probably know exactly how it feels. Picture 
what happens to the stress levels of new parents when their first 
child, an infant who cannot communicate discomfort beyond 
crying, begins running a fever on a Sunday afternoon. The par-
ents have no idea what is wrong or what to do. The baby won’t 
stop crying, and the fever rises. They call their doctor, who, of 
course, does not answer. The doctor’s service promises to send 
the message, but beyond that cannot provide any help. And 
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then what? The parents sit and wait. The baby screams. The 
fever rises another degree. They do not know when the doctor’s 
call will come. Is the doctor in town at all? Just starting eigh-
teen holes of golf and three hours away from a reply? The par-
ents’ stress levels hit the ceiling.

Now think about what business customers experience when 
they call sellers for help with their problems. Typically, their 
calls are routed into a voice-mail system, which, just as typi-
cally, will give them no relief. They do not get the knowledge 
or the control for which they are searching. They are stuck in 
limbo, experiencing the same kind of stress as the new par-
ent with a sick baby (perhaps not in the same degree, but that 
depends on the severity of the problem). Worse, their inability 
to obtain acknowledgment causes the problem and the anxiety 
to escalate. Ask yourself this: how many times a year do your 
customers experience this kind of stress in their dealings with 
your company, and how many times will it take before they 
decide they will not go through it again?

World-class salespeople alleviate a good portion of this 
relationship-sabotaging stress simply by ensuring that their 
customers’ messages are acknowledged as soon as they arrive. 
These salespeople are realists—they know that there are many 
instances in which they will not be able to fully answer a pros-
pect’s questions or solve a customer’s problem on the initial 
call. However, they also know that an instantaneous confirma-
tion that the customer’s message has been received and will be 
addressed eases the customer’s mind. It is the first step in an 
effective response process.

Successful salespeople create and maintain open channels 
of communication. For instance, one way we try to facilitate 
the acknowledgment and confirmation of customer contacts 
at the Chally Group is by disabling the voice-mail routing 
feature of our phone system during working hours. We know 
how it feels to call vendors and other businesses that channel 
all of their calls directly into automated systems, and we want 
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to make sure our customer calls are answered “live.” Do you 
answer your phone whenever you can? Do you forward office 
calls to your cell phone when you are on the move, or do you 
rely on voice mail to pick up and store calls to be answered at 
your convenience? Does your e-mail arrive in real time, or do 
you download it only when you are ready to address it?

Of course, no salesperson can provide an instant personal 
response at all times. Salespeople work under tremendous time 
pressures. They must devote time to prospects, to their exist-
ing customers, to their own companies, and like everyone else, 
they have personal lives too. A measure of the time pressures 
that salespeople feel was evident in a 2004 Aberdeen Group 
survey, which found that salespeople themselves valued produc-
tivity—that is, the ability to use their time more efficiently—
more highly than any other concern, including the quantity 
and quality of leads.69

In recognition of their time constraints, the best salespeople 
also provide their customers with alternative contacts who can 

A n Au t om at ed Re sponse Is Be tt  er Th a n None

If you cannot offer your prospects and customers an instanta-
neous live response, be sure to provide an automated response. 
Most e-mail software allows you to create automatic acknowl-
edgment messages. Your voice-mail box and greeting messages 
can also be customized. Use these messages to tell customers 
exactly when they can expect to hear from you and to offer them 
alternative contact information for reaching you or others within 
your company who are prepared to assist them immediately. Make 
sure that you keep your messages updated. A voice-mail message 
that informs customers that you were out of the office two weeks 
ago does not inspire very much confidence that they will be hear-
ing from you anytime soon.

“You Must Be Easily Accessible”



A chie    v e  sa  l es   e xce  l l e n ce

144

be called upon when the salespeople are not available. These 
backups are put into place so customers receive contact con-
firmation at all times. What is your backup system for con-
tact acknowledgment? How do you cover the unpredictable 
and often unpreventable message overloads that occur in your 
absence?

Proximity: The Demand for Response Speed

Global is local in today’s multinational, 24/7 business-to- 
business environment. Customers expect that their vendors will 
be accessible wherever in the world the company does business. 
Vendors know that if one seller does not fulfill that demand, 
there is a competitor somewhere in the world who will. This is 
why the second response protocol is proximity.

Salespeople have to be near enough to their customers to 
deliver a timely response. “Near enough” is a requirement that 
bears examination. If your customer is a key account, that might 
mean physical co-location. For instance, Procter & Gamble’s 
sales to Wal-Mart account for almost 17 percent of its annual 
revenue. Accordingly, the Cincinnati, Ohio–based consumer 
products giant has more than 200 employees deployed in a 
dedicated business unit located in Bentonville, Arkansas, Wal-
Mart’s headquarters. P&G is not alone. The Arkansas Democrat-
Gazette estimates that Wal-Mart has attracted more than 1,200 
first-, second-, and third-tier vendors to the Bentonville area.70

Co-location is an extreme response to the demand for 
proximity, and it is probably not a feasible solution for the vast 
majority of business-to-business customers. Sometimes, the 
seller’s business model precludes it. Often, the customer’s sales 
volume or geographic location makes it impossible. How do 
you satisfy the customer demand that you be near enough when 
you cannot locate a satellite office next door or even within your 
customers’ companies?
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It helps to understand that, in terms of customer response, 
proximity has a mental component as well as a physical one. 
Customers know that salespeople cannot perform superhuman 
feats. Nevertheless, they want to feel as if their salespeople are 
travelers who can leap geographic, political, and cultural bound-
aries to provide service whenever and wherever it is needed. In 
this sense, proximity is a state of mind, a confidence in the 
seller that is supported by the salesperson’s ability to frame and 
deliver responses in a timely manner.

Regular Contact Supports a Sense of Proximity
One way that world-class salespeople create this sense of 

confidence in their customers is through a program of regu-
lar, but not rote, contact. Jenkins, the fictional salesperson that 
American Airlines invented, is clearly an expert at “being there.” 
He has created an active presence in his customer’s mind. The 
best salespeople also proactively contact their customers. They 
share useful news, seek feedback on benefits achievement, and 
sometimes, simply do what friends do—keep in touch with 
each other.

Unfortunately, the average salesperson does not exhibit this 
behavior. Typically, salespeople only call on customers when 
they hope to sell new products and services or when there are 
sales contracts to be renewed. In between sales calls, their oper-
ative attitude of “no news is good news” leads them to keep as 
low a profile as possible. This is unacceptable, even though it 
is understandable in light of the fact that a high percentage of 
customer calls do tend to be about problems or service-related 
tasks. Further, as we have mentioned, time is a constant pres-
sure for salespeople.

The reaction of world-class salespeople to these hard realities 
is diametrically opposed to the standard behavior. They know 
that they cannot hide from customers’ problems and still keep 
their business. Instead, they seek out feedback and problems 
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and they encourage customers to contact them as soon as the 
slightest hint of trouble appears. They also carefully prioritize 
their schedules in order to make time for discretionary cus-
tomer contact. To a much larger extent than many salespeople 
realize, accessibility is a function of time management. In its 
2005 annual productivity study, Proudfoot Consulting found 
that 17 percent of salespeople’s time was spent unproductively 
as “non-value-added time.” Salespeople themselves do not real-
ize the extent of this lost time; they estimate that they spend  
4 percent of their time on non-value-added activities.71 Is there 
lost time that you can reclaim in order to boost your customer 
contact rates?

Make Sure You Can Act Locally Everywhere Your 
Customers Do Business
The perception of proximity is important, but eventually 

that perception will be tested and it will have to stand up to 
reality. When this happens, business customers judge proximity 
in term of response time. No matter where in the world or what 
time zone you are responding from, they will look for the kind 
of response speed that is typical of a local vendor.

This benchmark was very clear in a 1999 study we con-
ducted to identify performance standards in the medical sup-
ply industry, the first of its kind. In it, customers in physicians’ 
offices rated the sales capabilities of a wide variety of suppliers 
ranging from local firms to regional and national medical sup-
pliers. Even though regional and national firms had far greater 
resources, customers awarded their highest ratings to the sales-
people in local firms. One reason for this was the enhanced 
levels of contact and faster response that are inherent in doing 
business locally. (By the way, the local firms also had the highest 
variation in ratings. Those that were less than excellent tended 
to fall off the chart, according to customers.)
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How can you respond locally? Obviously, the easiest way is if 
you are local to your customer and can literally frame and deliver 
a response personally. If you are not local, the next best option is 
to provide your response at a speed that matches a local response. 
In this case, you might have a local resource whom you can call 
upon to deliver a response. Or, you can expedite the delivery of 
the information or the product the customer needs from your 
location. In any case, the third response protocol, which we will 
explore next, is also a key enabler of response speed.

Worl d-Cl a ss Re sponse at Mo t ion Indus t rie s

Motion Industries, North America’s largest distributor of industrial 
maintenance, repair, and operations replacement parts, is one of 
only two companies whose sales forces have been identified as 
“best-in-class” twice by business customers over the fourteen 
years we have been conducting our world-class sales studies. 
The company’s emphasis on localized response is one key factor 
in that ranking.

“Responsiveness is an integral part of our strategy,” explained 
CEO Bill Stevens. “When we look at systems, when we look at 
branch locations, we want everything we do to answer the ques-
tion, ‘How does this help us improve the way we can serve the 
user, the customer?’ That’s why we have the number of locations 
we have in the places that we have them. We want to be able to 
respond to customers quickly, whether it’s two in the morning or 
two on a Wednesday afternoon.

“I think a lot of companies promote 24-hour, 7-day service, 
and now with cell phones and everything, it’s easy to answer a 
phone,” Stevens continued, “but to call a manned facility 24 hours 
a day and get a person who’s there on site, who can do whatever 
needs to be done, I think that separates us from the rest.”72
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Preparation: The Need for Ready Answers

Whether you are next door to your customer or on the other 
side of the world, you cannot respond in an effective, timely 
manner unless and until you are prepared. Further, a poorly 
framed response can often be more frustrating and stress- 
producing to your customers than no response at all. That is 
why the third customer response protocol is preparation.

There are three components of preparation that are related to 
customer response. The first is identifying the kinds of requests 
customers typically make. The second is the task of gathering 
the information, materials, and resources that you anticipate 
will be needed to respond to these standard customer requests. 
The third is the task of framing your response to specific cus-
tomer messages as they arrive.

Component #1: Preparation Means Anticipating 
Request Scenarios
Salespeople cannot begin to prepare to respond to custom-

ers until they have some idea of what customers might ask of 
them. Accordingly, the best salespeople use scenario planning 
in order to identify the specific customer issues that salespeople 
in their positions are called upon to resolve.

There are several types of issues that salespeople deal with. 
There are issues that are generic to all sales activities, which 
include requests for marketing materials that describe the sales-
person’s company and products and services. There are also 
requests for customized product information and data, routine 
service, and of course, problem-solving, a topic we will consider 
in depth in the next chapter. In addition, there are industry-
specific issues that generate customer requests, such as regula-
tory certifications and quality documentation.

There is one more type of customer issue to consider, too: 
the wholly unexpected request. These are customer requests for 
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action that come out of the blue, such as unique information 
needs and problems. Unexpected customer requests have only 
two things in common: they are inevitable and they cannot be 
foreseen. This is not to say, however, that efficient, high-quality 
response is impossible; your preparation for the expected can 
also enhance your readiness for the unexpected.

Component #2: Preparation Means Access  
to Resources
Effective response is facilitated by the accessibility of the infor-

mation and other resources needed to fulfill customers’ requests. 
These resources might be marketing materials, such as product 
brochures, that have been requested by prospects. They might 
be case studies, specification sheets, or ROI calculations that 
support the sale. Or they might be any of the myriad resources 
that existing customers require when they experience problems 
or when they turn to their vendors for performance data, service 
confirmations, or information regarding new solutions. In every 
case, the speed of response is impacted by the availability of the 
resource required to fulfill the customer’s request.

As the best salespeople consider each of the customer 
message scenarios they might expect, they create lists of the 
resources needed to fulfill them. Then, they either arrange to 
have these resources within their reach or they ascertain where 
the resources are located and how they can be provided to cus-
tomers most efficiently. For example, if the resource is product 
information requested by a prospect, the salesperson will know 
the address at which it resides on the corporate Web site or 
will have digital files stored and ready to e-mail, or hard copies 
ready to seal in an overnight envelope and ship. By having the 
resources that they need literally or figuratively at hand, they 
never keep prospective customers waiting so long for informa-
tion that when it finally arrives, the customer wonders what it 
is and why it was sent.
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Component #3: Preparation Means Offering  
a Game Plan
Most customers are reasonable. They do not expect that all 

of their requests, no matter how complex, will be resolved in a 
single phone call. Too often, however, vendors’ responses are 
enough to strain the patience of even the most reasonable cus-
tomer. One of the most common and frustrating customer expe-
riences is calling a vendor with a service issue or a request and 

Prepa ring f or t he Une x pect  ed

Former New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani identifies “relentless 
preparation” as one of the fundamental principles of effective 
leadership. He credits Judge Lloyd McMahon, for whom he clerked 
fresh out of law school, with teaching him the importance of prepa-
ration. Years later, on September 11, 2001, Giuliani led New York 
City through one of the most traumatic examples of the unexpected 
in U.S. history. Here is what he realized as he responded to an 
unthinkable situation:

We had plans that were written out. We used to rehearse them. 
When an emergency happened, we would go back and change our 
plan to reflect things we thought we could do better. But, we didn’t 
have a plan for airplanes being used as missiles. All of a sudden, 
the words of Judge McMahon came back into my head: If you pre-
pare for everything, you will be prepared for the unanticipated and 
it will just be a variation. And that is what this was. Every decision 
that I was making and passing on was coming out of a game plan. 
I realized this is a high-rise fire, this is a building collapse, this is 
an airplane crash, this is a terrorist attack. We have plans for all of 
those things. So, all I was doing was borrowing from those plans. 
The point: if you prepare for everything you can anticipate, you will 
be prepared for the unanticipated.73
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being handed off to one unprepared employee after another. To 
add insult to injury, this handoff process usually requires that 
the customer must retell her entire story at each stop. Custom-
ers may not expect instant execution, but they do expect their 
calls to generate constructive, efficient action.

World-class salespeople meet this expectation by being pre-
pared to take over the management of the customer’s request and 
communicate an action plan on the first response. They know 
that a ready answer must also be an informed answer. Whenever 
possible, they have a plan in place to respond to the customer. If 
they are returning a call, they are ready to confirm the customer’s 
request and address the need. (Sometimes, if they have enough 
information regarding the customer’s request and it is relatively 
simple, they are calling to confirm that the required action has 
already been executed.) When they are receiving the customer’s 
call directly or responding with information, they have a series 
of action plans at hand from which to choose. For instance, if 
the customer has a problem, the salesperson will have a series 
of questions designed to identify probable causes and begin the 
resolution process. Whatever response is required, the best sales-
people are ready to get involved and act as surrogate managers as 
soon as they accept their customers’ calls.

Execution: The Demand for Response Quality  
and Feedback

Of course, all the acknowledgment, proximity, and preparation 
in the world cannot overcome the failure to properly execute the 
fulfillment of customer requests. Execution is the final response 
protocol, and it encompasses the communication and accessi-
bility expectations that customers have of salespeople during 
the action phase of response.

We have already seen that successful salespeople personally 
accept full responsibility for the customer’s satisfaction. When 
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things go wrong, they do not blame the company, the shipping 
department, the technical service group, somebody else’s prod-
uct, or anything or anyone else. They take it upon themselves to 
follow through with the customer, even when other people are 
needed to reach a resolution. They communicate regularly and 
commit to a completion date and level of effectiveness. When 
served by an effective salesperson, customers no longer see their 
problems dumped into an abyss, nor do they have to listen to a 
software person blaming the hardware, or any of a dozen other 
excuses. It is this mindset that informs world-class response 
execution.

Ironically, it is possible to perfectly execute a response to a 
customer and, in the process, still alienate the customer severely 
enough that the customer will continue to be dissatisfied. For 
instance, salespeople will often answer customer requests with 
a well-meant but nebulous statement, such as, “I’ll get right on 
that and call you back.” A statement like that might momen-
tarily assuage a customer’s stress, but what does it mean? It does 
not answer critical questions, such as: When will the salesperson 
return? What is being done? When will the request be fulfilled? 
Accordingly, the first issue that customers want addressed is the 
response plan. They want to know what the salesperson plans to 
do, how long it should take, and the resolution that they can 
expect.

The second issue of execution applies to the many customer 
situations that require multiple actions or extended periods of 
time to resolve. In these cases, the customers want to know 
whether the response is progressing according to plan, what has 
been discovered along the way, and what, if any, adjustments are 
being made to the response plan. The best salespeople are very 
aware of “wait times” involved in their responses to customers. 
Wait times occur while the customer is waiting to be acknowl-
edged, between the initiation of a response and its completion, 
and often, between phases of the response. How customers per-
ceive their wait time is a major determinant in how satisfied 
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they are with the execution of the response. As in the process 
of acknowledgment, stress is the issue here. If customers are not 
partners in the response and are not kept informed of progress, 
they experience higher stress levels. Thus, progress reports are an 
essential element of world-class response.

The third issue of response execution involves contingency 
planning and contact alternatives. As we have seen, the twin real-
ities of customer response are that there are times when sellers 
cannot execute to commitment, and there are also times when 
salespeople must be with other prospects and customers. In 
these cases, the salesperson should have alternatives to offer the 
customer. These alternatives should include contingency plans 
that can ensure that salespeople can meet their response com-
mitments. They should also include alternative contacts within 
the salesperson’s organization who are aware of the response 

The Percep t ion of Wa i t Time

When keeping customers waiting is unavoidable, an understand-
ing of their psychological perceptions of the wait state can offer 
insights into how to make those waits feel less onerous. During 
his tenure at Harvard, David Maister, now a leading consultant in 
the management of professional service firms, articulated these 
eight “principles of waiting”:74

9	 Unoccupied time feels longer than occupied time.
9	 Preprocess waits feel longer than in-process waits.
9	 Anxiety makes waits feel longer.
9	 Uncertain waits are longer than known, finite waits.
9	 Unexplained waits are longer than explained waits.
9	 Unfair waits are longer than equitable waits.
9	 The more valuable the service, the longer the customer will wait.
9	 Solo waits feel longer than group waits.
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plan, can manage it in the salesperson’s absence, and most 
important, can ensure that the communication flow to the cus-
tomer is not interrupted.

The final issue in response execution is confirmation and 
feedback. When the fulfillment of customer requests is complete, 
the best salespeople confirm that their customers have received 
the responses that they expected. These salespeople are also 
soliciting customer feedback regarding the origins and causes 
of their requests and the execution of the response. The best 
salespeople use this information to improve their own acces-
sibility and response protocols. Further, they communicate this 
information back to their companies, where it can be used to 
streamline customer processes, improve products and services, 
and prevent future problems.

◆  ◆  ◆

The best salespeople are always striving to become more 
accessible to their customers. Further, they do not presume that 
being “reachable” is enough to satisfy their customers’ expecta-
tions of accessibility. Instead, they are reaching out to make 
physical and emotional connections. In addition to loyalty and 
a larger share of wallet, customers reward salespeople who are 
accessible in kind. In other words, they provide greater levels of 
access to their managers and to their internal operations. This 
enables salespeople to better fulfill each of the other customer 
rules.
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Chapter 8

“You Must Solve Our Problems”

On August 4, 1997, the Teamsters walked off the job 

at United Parcel Service, Inc. (UPS). A nationwide 

shipping crisis ensued the moment the company’s 185,000 

employees stopped work. At the time, they were making  

80 percent of the nation’s package deliveries. Atlantic Health-

care Products, an established regional supplier of medical 

and surgical supplies in Westbrook, Maine, faced a dilemma. 

Ninety-eight percent of its orders were shipped via UPS.

Tom Forst, Atlantic’s president, called the strike “a logis-
tics nightmare.” The sales force picked up the slack and began 
hand-delivering customer orders. In fact, Atlantic’s salespeople 
delivered all of the orders throughout the fifteen-day strike. 

“[A]fterwards,” remembered Forst, “customer loyalty to the 
company was at an all-time high. They truly appreciated the 
enormous effort put forth by the sales force. We turned a poten-
tial disaster into a huge success as far as the customers were 
concerned.” In 2000, Atlantic Healthcare’s customers ranked it 
as the best distributor in the Northeast region in our Physicians’ 
Office World-Class Sales Survey.

We have heard many similar stories in the years we have 
been investigating best-in-class sales practices. There was the 
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order delivered to a new doctor just opening his first office, 
which was missing a scale; the sales rep, from Lafayette,  
Louisiana–based Estorge Surgical Supply Co., drove three hours 
to deliver a replacement borrowed from another customer. There 
was the devastating flood that knocked out a hospital’s power, 
causing the destruction of its lab’s inventory; a sales rep from 
Louisville, Kentucky–based Laboratory Supply Co. arranged a 
replacement delivery for the next day, Easter Sunday. There was 
the Fort Hood, Texas, Army post, which needed 1,000 doses 
of hepatitis A vaccine by 7:30 p.m., but neglected to inform the 
manufacturer until 11:30 that morning. In this case, the catalog 
seller, Cincinnati, Ohio–based Besse Medical Supply, made sure 

Who Runs Who?

Do you run your territory, or does it run you? It is an old sales 
canard, but it is particularly appropriate when it comes to solv-
ing customer problems. Unlike the vast majority of salespeople, 
world-class salespeople expect the unexpected problem. They 
do not know exactly what problems they face, but they do plan 
ahead in order to be ready to solve problems when they appear. 
They create response plans to common problems ahead of time 
and build resolution times into their schedules.

Instead of bouncing between the constant demands of their 
territories, the best salespeople are able to qualify customers’ 
problems in much the same way that they would qualify a pros-
pect. They seek to prioritize problems by severity, and they offer 
solution alternatives that include varying response speeds and 
comprehensiveness of solution. These salespeople realize that 
every customer problem also contains a personal challenge that 
belongs to the salesperson alone: “Given all of my responsibili-
ties, how will I be able to resolve this problem to the customer’s 
satisfaction?”
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the order got to the airport, was properly handled, and delivered 
an hour and a half ahead of deadline.75 The stories differ, but 
the moral is always the same: customer problems are both the 
dark cloud and the silver lining of business-to-business sales.

They are the dark cloud because they threaten the customer 
relationship. A customer with a problem is like a lion with a 
thorn in its paw. All of its attention is focused on the pain. 
When customers have a problem, it does not matter how strong 
a relationship you have or how wonderful a solution you offer. 
The problem is all that they can see. Customer problems are 
also like a dark cloud in that they consume the already limited 

“live” selling time of salespeople. In our behavioral studies of 
salespeople, we have found that salespeople spend the majority 
of their time dealing with customer problems. They get called 
because there is an equipment malfunction or a pricing problem 
or an unexpected backorder or the wrong item was delivered. In 
fact, salespeople spend approximately 60 percent of their time 
resolving product and service issues.

What about the silver lining? The silver lining is the opportu-
nity inherent in the efficient and effective resolution of customer 
problems. Problems are opportunities to secure the customer’s 
loyalty and with it, a larger share of the customer’s wallet. They 
are opportunities to prove that you and your company are com-
mitted to delivering your customer’s desired results and added 
value. When appropriate, they are also opportunities to upsell.

It is for these reasons that the best salespeople become expert 
at managing the many problems that arise in the quest to attain 
customer results. In doing so, they fulfill the sixth customer rule 
predicting world-class sales success: “You must solve our problems.”

The Salesperson as a Troubleshooter

Problem-solving is a task that is integral to selling. The customer-
centric sales processes that dominate today’s business-to-business 
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environment are essentially problem-solving processes. The sales-
person’s role is to identify the prospective customers’ problems 
(or unaddressed opportunities) and offer them viable, compelling 
solutions. Further, in asking for orders and closing sales, salespeo-
ple are constantly addressing problems that keep prospects from 
buying. A customer objection, for instance, is often described as 
a problem that must be resolved in order to close a sale.

Problem-solving is also a key skill when working with exist-
ing customers. Salespeople are constantly called upon to resolve 
the varied problems associated with the delivery of solution 
benefits. This kind of problem-solving is a primary component 
of customer retention and satisfaction. When Bill Lane, for-
merly CEO and co-owner of Estorge Surgical Supply Co., was 
asked to explain what distinguishes the world-class salesperson, 
he said:

The distinguishing factor is always the same: the world-class 
sales rep is the rep that customers always call on to solve major 
problems, simply because he/she, through many years of hard 
work, has the expertise to be the consummate problem-solver. 
The rep that writes the majority of the business is the same rep 
who is always there when called upon for any reason.76

Salespeople who become experts at solving customer prob-
lems are stepping out of their traditional, compartmentalized 
roles as business writers and deal closers. They take on a new, 
more essential role in the customer’s mind—the troubleshooter. 
Troubleshooters are essential to the management of customer 
results. They overcome the barriers that stand between custom-
ers and the goals they hoped to achieve in purchasing a vendor’s 
products and services.

What makes a great troubleshooter? Interestingly, it is not a 
question of creative genius. First, the degree of creativity needed 
to solve a problem depends on the problem. The majority of 
customer problems have happened and been solved before. In 
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other words, salespeople do not have to reinvent the wheel to 
resolve the problems. Second, creativity itself is less a matter of 
genius than the execution of a repeatable process. For instance, 
when Thomas Edison built his famous “invention factory” in 
Menlo Park, New Jersey, he was actually institutionalizing a 
rigorous, consistent process of creativity. In the Menlo Park 
labs, he successfully pursued the solutions to a wide variety of 
problems, including finding a practical, durable filament for 
the light bulb.

The ability to become a world-class troubleshooter is not 
determined by intellectual ability either. Dorit Wenke and 
Peter Frensch of Humboldt University at Berlin studied the 
relationship between intellect and problem-solving and con-
cluded: “[T]here exists no convincing evidence that would 
support a causal relationship between any intellectual abil-
ity, on one hand, and complex explicit or implicit problem- 
solving competence, on the other hand.” What factors did enable 
effective problem-solving, according to the professors? They 
found that there is “good evidence that differences in complex  
problem-solving, both explicit and implicit, are tied to differ-
ences in task knowledge and strategy.”77

Our studies of world-class salespeople support this finding. 
What you know and how you approach the problem-solving process 
are more important than raw brainpower and creativity. Before 
we explore these two practical factors, though, there is a third 
factor that supports and enables effective problem-solving: your 
mental attitude.

The Mindset of the Troubleshooter

Your mindset determines how you respond to customer prob-
lems. When salespeople are confronted with problems and 
attempt to hide or shift responsibility or affix blame, they are 
working from a mindset that defines problems in a purely  
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negative light. In doing so, they miss the opportunities and the 
rewards inherent in becoming an effective troubleshooter.

World-class salespeople approach customer problems with a 
fundamentally different mindset. It is a mindset that is driven 
by four realizations:

Realization #1: Problems Are Inevitable
The reality lurking behind all human endeavors, including 

business-to-business selling, is that errors and other kinds of 
problems are commonplace. Even a cursory look at the research 
on the subject reveals that every vendor makes mistakes—three 
to five times a year on average in major accounts—and that 
every buyer experiences problems. Customer problems are not 
exceptions to the rule; they are the rule.

In accepting the inevitability of customer problems, the best 
salespeople are neither excusing problems nor dismissing them 
as routine and acceptable. All problems are serious to custom-
ers, and there are few things more infuriating to them than 
having their problems shrugged off as inconsequential. Rather, 
in accepting the fact that problems are inevitable, salespeople 
are acknowledging that problems do occur, and that is the atti-
tude that sets the stage for constructive response.

This realization manifests itself in two ways. First, when 
salespeople know that problems will occur, they equip them-
selves to deal with them in advance. They identify common 
customer problems, prepare the resources needed to resolve 
them, and keep those resources ready and at hand. Second, 
when salespeople expect problems, they can also prepare their 
customers. If customers know that certain problems can occur, 
they are not blind-sided if and when they do. They understand 
what is happening and they know that their salespeople are pre-
pared to help them. Thus, the stress of the unknown is elimi-
nated and the stress of not being in control is reduced—both 
for salespeople and for their customers.
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Realization #2: Problem-Solving Is a Positive 
Challenge and a Valuable Opportunity
Salespeople often perceive customer problems in a negative 

light. All that they see is the lost time, the cost, and the dam-
age to customer relationships that problems can cause. Custom-
ers are very sensitive to the behavioral cues that these negative 
perceptions produce in salespeople. Right or wrong, custom-
ers often interpret these cues as an unwillingness on the part 
of the salespeople to accept responsibility for the problem or 
to help resolve it. This exacerbates the already negative stereo-
types of salespeople that lurk in the dark corners of customers’ 
minds, and it increases the stress that problems naturally cause. 
Customers then react defensively and the result becomes a self- 
fulfilling prophecy. Salespeople expect customer problems to 
result in negative outcomes and, lo and behold, they do.

How S t re ss Impact  s Probl em-Solv ing

“Problem-solving is a stressful activity,” writes Dr. Victor New-
man, formerly chief learning officer at European Pfizer Research 
University. He finds that in our natural desire to avoid stress, we 
tend to fall into four traps that negatively impact our ability to 
effectively address and solve problems:

9	 Stereotyping, in which we only see what we want or expect 
to see

9	 Repertoire, in which we become stuck in an established, but 
often limited, selection of preferred solutions

9	 Visibility, in which we become unable to see a problem until 
we find someone else who has seen it and solved it before us

9	 Restricted perspective, in which we reduce the true 
dimension of the problem until we mistake the next, emer-
gent activity as the whole problem78
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World-class salespeople also create self-fulfilling prophecies 
around customer problems. The difference is that their proph-
ecy is a vision of successful problem resolution and a strength-
ened customer relationship. Thus, they enter customer problems 
with a positive frame of mind.

These salespeople remain focused and confident while look-
ing for solutions. In fact, we have found that they are generally 
optimistic that they can work through any customer issue and 
provide a satisfactory outcome. They see problems as profes-
sional challenges and address them with energy and assurance. 
Even better, their attitudes are infectious. Customers quickly 
come to understand that their problems are going to be among 
the one in seven that Gallup polls have discovered are “handled 
at excellence.”79 Again, customer stress is reduced and the odds 
of a positive outcome are enhanced.

Realization #3: Blame Is Counterproductive
Blame is the nemesis of productive problem-solving. Yet, far 

too often, salespeople approach customer problems by trying 
to establish who is to blame. In the process, they alienate their 
customers, undermine the business relationship, and oftentimes 
create barriers to problem resolution that cannot be overcome. 
Worse, some salespeople go so far as to define “customers with 
problems” as “problem customers.” In doing so, they always 
and automatically shift the blame to the customer with all of 
the attendant damage that causes to the customer relationship.

Customers usually see the “blame game” as a thinly dis-
guised ruse that vendors use to duck the responsibility for and 
the cost of problem resolution. Sometimes, unfortunately, they 
are right. Anyone whose computer malfunctions has prob-
ably dealt with the institutionalized finger-pointing that goes 
on between hardware and software manufacturers. No matter 
which manufacturer you call, you are told that the problem has 
been caused by the other. Or perhaps you have attempted to use 
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your purchase in a way that is forbidden and, of course, voids 
the small print in the warranty. In any case, the blame is affixed 
and the customer is left with an unresolved problem.

The problem with the blame game is that anytime the finger 
ends up pointing at the customer or even at another vendor, it 
becomes a lose/lose game for customers and for salespeople and 
their companies. This is because business-to-business custom-
ers do not care who is to blame. They care only about getting 
the results that they desired from their purchases. When they 
do not get those results, no matter who is to blame, the seller is 
going to be the ultimate loser.

World-class salespeople avoid the issue of blame when-
ever possible. They realize that they must identify the source 
of a customer’s problem in order to ensure that it is properly 
resolved and to prevent it from recurring, but they investigate 
problems using questions and language that avoid the appear-
ance of accusation. Even if it becomes clear that a customer 
has caused a problem, the best salespeople remain in the role 
of customer advocate. They do not act as judges; instead, they 
help the customer understand what needs to be done to avoid 
the problem in the future without assigning blame.

Most notably, the best salespeople will shoulder the blame 
and set the tone for successful problem resolution by respond-
ing constructively. They know that they are often their custom-
er’s most direct link to their companies and that they may well 
end up bearing the brunt of the customer’s frustration. They are 
willing to act as emotional lightning rods, and they respond to 
anger with empathy.

Realization #4: The Salesperson Is Personally 
Accountable for Problem Resolution
Finally, the effective troubleshooter’s mindset is one of man-

agement and responsibility. When confronted with the specter of 
customer problems, many salespeople will pass the buck. They 
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refer their customers to service and/or support staff instead of tak-
ing direct responsibility for resolving their customers’ problems.

This is an unproductive attitude for many reasons. For one, 
the internal staff at many business-to-business sellers is often nei-
ther equipped to effectively resolve customer problems nor par-
ticularly customer-centric. For another, there is often no one in 

Att  i t ude Opens t he Roa d Back

Xerox Corporation had been one of Wachovia Corporation’s major 
vendors for twenty years when Wachovia decided to end the rela-
tionship. “We really weren’t doing a great job in supporting this 
customer,” frankly admitted Xerox CEO Anne Mulcahy, “so, they 
cancelled the whole Xerox contract.”

Mulcahy responded by writing a letter to Wachovia’s CEO: 
“[T]he purpose of the note is to say thank you,” she recalled writ-
ing. “You have been a great customer and I hope we have had 
the opportunity to say thanks often, but now particularly that we 
know we screwed up. You made a different choice. We respect 
it.” And in addition to taking responsibility for the problems that 
caused Wachovia to switch vendors, she also offered to serve 
as a troubleshooter: “We are going to help you transition to that 
choice because you don’t want to disrupt your business.”

As it turned out, Wachovia’s CEO and his team had been 
working out how to respond when they lost customers. He circu-
lated Mulcahy’s note and invited her to meet with his team. “You 
know,” Mulcahy recalled three years later, “we are starting to do 
business with this customer and I don’t think we would have been 
there unless we had taken the opportunity to thank them for the 
relationship over time and acknowledge that we screwed up. . . . 
Instead of packing our bags and pulling out of town, we are going 
to have to learn how to stay committed to really learning from it 
and earning the business back.”80
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the seller’s company who understands the customer, and thus the 
environment in which the problem has occurred, as well as the 
salesperson does. Further, the customer will now believe, with 
some basis in fact, that the salesperson simply cannot be bothered 
to provide any service that is not directly related to getting a new 
sale. For all of these reasons, the odds of successfully resolving the 
problem become more remote, and it becomes ever more likely 
that the problem, even if it is successfully resolved, will cause a 
breach in the salesperson’s relationship with the customer.

This final realization in the troubleshooter’s mindset is actu-
ally a direct extension of the first customer rule. First and fore-
most, world-class salespeople are focused on customer results. 
Because problems interfere with the achievement of those results, 
the best salespeople, as surrogate managers, are accountable for 
addressing and resolving those problems. They take personal 
responsibility for the problem-solving process and they remain 
engaged until a solution is reached.

In fact, we find that the best salespeople do not wait for their 
customers to discover problems. If a problem is emerging or a 
solution is not delivering the results it should, they will point 
out the problem to the customers themselves and offer alterna-
tives for resolution. They are proactive troubleshooters in the 
sense that they will seek out problems without prodding from 
their customers. They also regularly and actively probe their cus-
tomers for problems. They ask for feedback and suggestions for 
improvement on a continuous basis. This practice not only pre-
vents small frustrations from escalating into more serious and 
severe problems; as we will see in Chapter 9, it also uncovers new 
opportunities for expanding the customer relationship.

The Mechanics of Problem-Solving

Solving customer problems is always a process of managing 
the unexpected. The challenge that salespeople face whenever 
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customers call them with problems is to draw on all of their 
resources, experience, and contacts in order to piece together 
the most effective and timely solutions they can muster. The 
best way to consistently meet this challenge is to impose some 
order on the problem-solving process. Your problem-solving 
strategy, or how you go about solving problems, as we men-
tioned earlier, is one of the primary factors that determine  
problem-solving success.

Twenty years ago, Penn State University School of Pub-
lic Affairs professor James Ziegenfuss Jr. studied a variety of 
industries to learn how organizational troubleshooters resolved 
complaints from customers, patients, and employees, too. He 
discovered that while individual methods varied, “there seem 
to be five steps that are central to this process.”81 In problem- 
solving terms, these are:

9	 Identify the problem
9	 Investigate the problem
9	 Report the investigation results
9	D evelop the response to the problem
9	 Manage the response plan to ensure resolution

In the case of simple problems, Ziegenfuss found that these 
steps often melded together and occurred very quickly. For 
instance, in an automated environment, a customer may call 
a salesperson about a billing error and the salesperson may be 
able to locate the invoice, investigate and confirm the error, and 
issue a credit in a single phone call. In more complex problems, 
however, the process may stretch out over days or weeks or more. 
For instance, a problem caused by an intermittent failure in a 
process control system may require extended periods of remote 
diagnosis or the dispatch of a programmer to the customer’s 
plant. But, whether the problem is simple or complex, mov-
ing through a process similar to these five steps will expedite  
resolution.
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Step #1: Identify the Problem
When customers call salespeople with problems, the first 

thing that they are seeking is an advocate. Sometimes, they 
know what is wrong. Other times, they know that they are not 
getting the results that they desired, but they don’t know why. 
Sometimes, they are coherent and dispassionate. Other times, 
they are frustrated and angry. But, no matter what they know 
and how they feel, they are looking for a sympathetic hearing.

Listening is what the best salespeople do at this stage of  
problem-solving. They do not refer their customers elsewhere, even 
if they can determine that the problem will have to be addressed 
by someone else within their company. They do not jump to con-
clusions, even when they are sure they know what the problem is 
and how to solve it. Instead, they hear the customer out.

This process of listening serves several purposes. For one, it 
allows customers to vent their frustrations. No one likes to be 
on the receiving end of an angry call, but allowing customers 
to complain, without interruptions or excuses, plays an impor-
tant role in beginning the journey toward resolution. After the 
best salespeople have heard their customers out, they take the 
opportunity to apologize or, if the problem was clearly not one 
caused by their company, at least empathize with the customer. 
In doing so, salespeople align themselves with their customers’ 
best interests and reaffirm their intention to serve as advocates.

Listening is not simply an exercise in mollification; it is also 
the first step in understanding your customers’ problems. This 
is ground zero for analyzing what has happened or is happening 
to the customer. Salespeople who are effective troubleshooters 
listen to their customers’ descriptions of their problems for the 
clues that will lead them to the root causes of the trouble.

Finally, the best salespeople use the first step in problem 
resolution to confirm that their understanding of their custom-
ers’ view of the problem is complete and correct. They repeat 
what they have heard, offer an initial response process based 
on their preliminary understanding of the problem, and then, 
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when customers agree with that process, they assume manage-
ment of and accountability for the problem. 

Step #2: Investigate the Problem
All customer problems require some kind of investiga-

tion. Salespeople must confirm that the problem has actually 
occurred, and uncover its full dimensions. The more complex 
the problem and the more people it involves, the more involved 
this investigation becomes. Typically, the best salespeople are 
willing to go beyond standard customer service processes and 
procedures to uncover the cause of the problem.

Root cause is a primary issue in this step of problem- 
solving. Too often, salespeople mistake the symptoms of prob-
lems for their causes. Their customers tell them what is happen-
ing—that is, they describe a symptom—and instead of taking 
the time to discover why it is happening, the salesperson sets 
off to cure the symptom. Of course, if the actual cause of a 
problem is not addressed, the problem will recur, often mani-
festing new symptoms. Any doctor can tell you that addressing 
a problem’s symptoms does not solve the problem.

Skillful questioning supports the ability to identify root 
causes. One of the techniques used in Toyota’s renowned man-
ufacturing system is a simple investigative technique called “5 
Whys.” When defects occur, Toyota’s employees analyze them 
in a step-by-step fashion by repeatedly asking “Why?” until they 
reach the root causes of the problem. Why is the part defective? 
Because the punch press malfunctions every fifth punch. Why 
does the press malfunction? Because the punch arm does not 
fully retract. Why doesn’t the punch arm fully retract? Because 
every fifth part is fed into the press too quickly and triggers the 
arm before it is in the proper position. Why . . .? and so on.

Observation is a second skill that supports thorough prob-
lem investigation. There is no substitute for witnessing a prob-
lem firsthand and being able to examine all of the things that 
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are going on around it, that is, seeing it in the context in which 
it is occurring. The pitfalls of being unable to directly observe 
a problem are illustrated by the apocryphal stories of hapless 
computer support reps who spend extended periods on the 
phone with customers whose PCs are not working only to find 
out that a cable is not properly connected or a power cord is 
loose. Whenever appropriate, the best salespeople will go to the 
source of the problem to see what is happening for themselves. 
As Yogi Berra suggested, “You can observe a lot by watching.”

Finally, the best salespeople fully investigate problems by 
speaking with everyone involved. They know that problems can 
appear to have different causes and different implications when 
seen from different positions. They strive to see all sides of the 
customer’s problem and to understand it from as many perspec-
tives as they can before attempting to design solutions to resolve it. 
To accomplish this, they speak with employees within their cus-
tomer’s companies as well as employees in their own companies.

Step #3: Report on the Problem
Once salespeople complete their problem investigations, but 

before they can formulate resolutions, they must report their 
findings and gather feedback and input from both their own 
companies and their customers. If the problem is to be resolved 
successfully, both parties will have to support the salesperson’s 
findings and whatever solution he or she proposes.

Reporting the results of problem investigations internally 
is an important step in the resolution process. Your company 
needs to ascertain its own role in the problem. Further, you 
need some guidelines regarding the type and level of responses 
your company deems appropriate to solve the problem.

There is another very good reason to report your findings 
about customer problems to your company as quickly as pos-
sible: the costs that sellers incur when they respond slowly and/
or poorly to customer problems can often be enormous. AMR 
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Research calculated that in 2005 almost as many cars were 
recalled as were sold. It found that detection-to-correction time 
for defects in the auto industry averaged 120 days, and ranged 
as high as 220 days. The cost of these defects, including service, 
labor, parts, and brand impact, ran up to $1 million per day.82 
Clearly, any information that salespeople can provide to their 
companies that will help prevent problems and/or more quickly 
and effectively address existing problems is highly valuable.

Customers, too, need a full accounting of the causes of their 
problems. As the customer’s surrogate manager, it is the sales-
person’s responsibility to offer an honest report. If the seller is 
the cause of the problem, an admission of responsibility goes a 
long way toward defusing customer frustration. If the problem’s 
causes are internal to the customer, a tactful recounting, with-
out assigning blame, sets the stage for successful resolution.

The best salespeople also use this opportunity to elicit feed-
back from the customer. They find out what the problem has 
cost the customer and what the customer expects in terms of 
a resolution. This feedback serves to inform the next step in 
the problem-solving process and helps the salesperson frame a 
response that best serves the customer.

Step #4: Develop Problem Resolutions
As we mentioned earlier, success in problem-solving depends 

less on creative genius than it does on “task knowledge.” For 
salespeople who are facing customer problems, this task knowl-
edge is based upon their understanding of their customer’s busi-
nesses and the ways in which their customers use their products 
and services. Their task knowledge also includes their under-
standing of the actions and processes within their own compa-
nies that may be contributing to the customer’s problem.

Just as the best salespeople use their knowledge of the cus-
tomer’s business and operations to create tailored solutions, they 
also use this knowledge to create tailored problem resolutions. 
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They know that companies are living systems, and that in liv-
ing systems, biovariability is an important consideration in any 
intervention. It is the biovariability among people that causes 
their bodies to respond differently to the same medications or 
diet or exercise. The effectiveness of customer problem resolu-
tions is subject to corporate biovariability—because individual 
companies respond differently, what works for one customer 
may very well not work for another. In recognition of this fact, 
the best salespeople avoid one-size-fits-all resolutions or use 
them only after confirming that they will work appropriately 
for the customer with whom they are currently engaged.

In tailoring resolutions, world-class salespeople always stay 
focused on the customer’s results. Too often, sellers act as if 
replacing a defective part or offering a credit is enough to ensure 
the customer’ satisfaction and loyalty. But if the customer’s  

Probl em-Solv ing Au t hori t y Is Essen t i a l

One of the most common barriers we find to effective problem-	
solving is the limited authority of salespeople. When salespeople 
are not empowered to make decisions or must delay their responses 
for managerial approval, their value and competence are undercut in 
the customer’s eyes. Typically, what happens in these instances is 
that the customer perceives the salesperson as ineffective and goes 
directly to whoever has the authority to make the decision. After-
ward, they are often reluctant to work directly with the salesperson 
again, preferring to deal directly with the real decision-maker.

The best sales organizations give their salespeople the author-
ity they need to personally resolve a range of issues without waiting 
for a manager’s approval. When sellers do not grant this authority, 
we find that the best salespeople tend to assume it for themselves, 
working through back channels and their own networks to quickly 
and effectively resolve their customers’ problems.
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operations have been halted, or a relationship with one of its own 
customers has been damaged, the stakes become exponentially 
higher. In fact, in business-to-business sales, problems cannot 
be considered fully resolved until their impact on the customer’s 
results has been rectified. When the best salespeople formulate 
solutions, they start with the customer’s desired end state and 
work backward from there.

As we talk to business customers, they tell us that the best 
salespeople are capable of solving problems in nontraditional 
ways. In other words, these salespeople think outside the box in 
terms of their responsibilities to the customer and the kinds of 
resolutions they will offer. They do so by recasting their knowl-
edge and resources to solve customer problems in new and 
highly effective ways. The classic example of problem-solving is 
one in which a salesperson formulates a solution to a problem 
that is clearly outside his or her area of responsibility. Consider 
the paper salesman, for instance, who on discovering that his 
customer’s press has jammed during a job with a tight deadline, 
arranges to have the job printed at another shop and delivered 
back to the customer in time to meet the deadline. These kinds 
of solutions require that problems be reformulated and that the 
salesperson’s resources and knowledge be applied in new ways. 
That is the not-so-mysterious basis of the kind of creativity in 
problem-solving that results in exceptionally high levels of cus-
tomer satisfaction and loyalty.

Step #5: Manage the Resolution of the Problem
Many failures in resolving customer problems can be traced 

back to the salesperson’s unwillingness or inability to shepherd 
a solution through to its proper conclusion. Execution is espe-
cially critical with regard to customer problems because their 
resolution often requires actions that must occur outside the 
everyday tasks and responsibilities of the people involved. If no 
one has the formal responsibility for managing the resolution, it 
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will often get hung up as it travels outside the established chan-
nels. A credit may sit on a supervisor’s desk awaiting approval, 
or a phoned-in request for a replacement part will get waylaid in 
the rush of everyday business. When these kinds of things hap-
pen, the problem becomes compounded. Customers become 
doubly frustrated with problems that either will not go away or 
spawn a host of new problems. Worse, they now also feel as if 
no one in the seller’s organization cares.

This is why the last step in problem-solving, but surely not 
the least, is the execution of the resolution. The best salespeople 
assume management of customers’ problems, which includes 
remaining engaged until customers confirm that the problem 
has been resolved and they are satisfied. This may involve work-
ing with internal people, or finding external resources to pro-
vide the solution. In either case, the salesperson retains personal 
accountability for the final results. No matter how simple or 
complex the problem, however, it remains incumbent on the 
salesperson to supervise the progress of the problem’s resolution 
and report back to the customer.

The best salespeople also provide feedback on the effective-
ness of their problem resolutions to their own companies. They 
share ideas for the successful resolution of customer problems 
with their colleagues and in doing so, help their companies 
boost their organizational capabilities as problem-solvers.

◆  ◆  ◆

In their willingness to take accountability for resolving their 
customers’ problems, world-class salespeople demonstrate and 
reinforce their commitment to customer results and long-term 
relationships. Their open and positive response to problems 
encourages customers to see these salespeople as valuable busi-
ness partners and to share ever-increasing amounts of informa-
tion about the challenges that they face. This sets the stage for 
the successful fulfillment of the next and last customer rule.

“You Must Solve Our Problems”
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Chapter 9

“You Must Be Innovative in Responding  
to Our Needs”

Like e-commerce before it, the rise of outsourcing, which 

is the ultimate expression of managing the customers’ 

results, has been a dominant and continuing business theme 

in recent years. In the first quarter of 2006, the total value 

of large outsourcing contracts (those worth $50 million and 

more) was $22.6 billion—a rise of 173 percent over the first 

quarter of 2005.83 But for all of the demand for and growth 

in outsourcing, there is also evidence of a disturbing under-

tow running beneath the growing market that should have 

the sellers of these services paying careful attention.

It turns out that enough business customers are canceling 
their contracts and reasserting control over their outsourced 
operations that a word has been coined to describe the pro-
cess—insourcing. The largest of these broken deals make head-
lines in the business press. In September 2004, just two years 
after the deal was inked, JPMorgan Chase & Co. canceled a $5 
billion, ten-year outsourcing contract with IBM. In May 2005, 
one year after its deal was signed, Sears prematurely ended a 
$1.6 billion, ten-year outsourcing pact with Computer Sciences 
Corporation. In May 2006, Diebold, Inc., announced that it 
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would take a charge against earnings of seven cents per share 
to cut three years from its seven-year outsourcing deal with 
Deloitte Consulting.84

Given the complexity of outsourcing business services and 
processes, it is not surprising that some of these partnerships fail. 
But in 2005, Deloitte itself studied twenty-five companies that 
were spending a combined total of $50 billion on outsourcing 
and discovered that 70 percent of the companies had “unsatis-
factory outsourcing experiences, encountering two to ten prob-
lems.” The problems were wide-ranging, but the majority of 
them fell into two categories: first, customers did not achieve 
the expected cost savings; second, the improvements that the 
customers hoped to achieve by applying the vendors’ best prac-
tices, quality, and innovation to their services or processes never 
materialized. Deloitte reported that 57 percent of outsourcing 
customers said they entered into contracts expressly for the ser-
vice or process improvements, “but 31 percent of these partici-
pants stated vendors became complacent once the contracts were 
in place.” One in five of the companies Deloitte studied said that 
unless pressured, vendors “fail to provide innovative solutions 
and process improvements once contracts are in place.”85

We hear so much about the cost advantages of outsourcing 
and the opportunities that it provides customers to focus on their 
own core competencies that we tend to forget this side of the coin: 
customers are also buying the vendor’s expertise. When they sign 
ten-year contracts, they expect that their outsourcing providers 
will be delivering a world-class service in each year of the con-
tract. However, if the vendor does not continuously improve the 
service throughout the contract, that expectation cannot be ful-
filled. That is why Delphi Group founder and CEO Tom Kou-
lopoulos, a leading thinker in outsourcing, pegs innovation as a 
major factor in what he calls “smartsourcing.” He writes:

A smartsourcing strategy creates a much more intimate rela-
tionship between the organization and its service partner.  
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Smartsourcing increases innovation throughout the range of pro-
cess from core to noncore, allowing organizations to focus on their 
most critical areas of differentiation and customer value, while 
also achieving high levels of innovation in noncore operations.86

Outsourcing is not the only business-to-business market in 
which customer demand for innovation is running high. The 
reality is that business customers are demanding innovation 
and continuous improvement in every product and service that 
they buy from vendors. What you are really selling, and what 
the customer is really buying, is expertise and your ability to 
apply it in new ways to improve the customer’s results. As Peter 
Luongo, former president and CEO of The Berry Company, a 
subsidiary of BellSouth that sells Yellow Pages advertising, told 
us, “At the end of the day it’s not a plan or even a solution. It’s 
having the people who can continually modify the plan and 
build new solutions.” This is the impetus behind the seventh 
and final customer rule predicting world-class sales success: 

“You must be innovative in responding to our needs.”

The Salesperson as an Innovation Alchemist

The seventh customer rule provides a solution to one of the most 
difficult challenges facing today’s business-to-business sales-
people: gaining access to the C-level decision-makers within 
customer organizations. As their solutions grow more complex 
and more expensive, and as their customers’ organizations 
grow leaner and less hierarchical, salespeople are finding that 
the point of purchase is rising. Instead of selling to purchas-
ing agents and operational managers, many salespeople must 
now sell to senior executives in business units and corporate  
headquarters.

Salespeople who successfully fulfill the seventh rule enjoy 
unfettered access to the C-suite because innovation is a primary 
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concern among the senior executives of their customer compa-
nies. When IBM surveyed 765 CEOs, business executives, and 
public sector leaders for its 2006 Global CEO Study, it found 
that 65 percent of them expected to make fundamental changes 
in their businesses within the next two years. These executives 
pinpointed innovation—in business models, operational pro-
cesses, and the products and services they bring to market—as 
a leading factor in their ability to manage these changes and 
grow their companies and brands.

IBM asked the executives to specify the three most signifi-
cant sources of this innovation. Surprisingly, only 17 percent 
of the respondents mentioned their own R&D departments, 
which are the traditional source of innovation. R&D was next 
to last on the list of the eight most significant sources of innova-
tive ideas, ahead of academia alone. By contrast, the top three 
choices were the general employee populations of the executives’ 
companies, their business partners, and their customers (which 
were named 41 percent, 38 percent, and 36 percent of the time, 
respectively). This finding led IBM CEO Sam Palmisano to 
conclude that business leaders “believe that external collabora-
tion across their business ecosystems will yield a multitude of 
innovative ideas.”87

The fact that almost 38 percent of senior executives already 
look to their business partners to provide innovative ideas also 
explains why salespeople who can apply their products and 
services in innovative ways find the path to the C-suite easier 
to navigate. These executives have little or no interest in dis-
cussing commonplace or low-level operational problems with 
salespeople, or anyone else for that matter. If they are aware 
of such problems at all, they simply delegate their manage-
ment and resolution to someone farther down the corporate 
ladder. The executives want to talk to salespeople who can tell 
them about innovative new solutions that can address strategic-
level challenges and open new opportunities for growing their  
companies.
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Today’s business-to-business salespeople also have a highly 
valuable innovation role to play within their own companies. 
If, as IBM’s survey suggests, customers are one of the top 
three sources of innovation ideas, then salespeople, who often 
represent their company’s closest direct contact with custom-
ers, should be in the best position to see and transmit these  
customer-generated ideas back to their own companies. In fact, 
this has proven to be the case at General Electric Medical Sys-
tems [GEMS]. In their book Confronting Reality, Larry Bossidy 
and Ram Charan write:

GEMS, which sells high-tech medical equipment to hospi-
tals, was able to tap a huge aftermarket business because of 
its intimate knowledge of the medical professionals who use its 
equipment. The sales team spends a lot of time with doctors 
in the field, talking with and observing them. That close con-
tact allows them to sort through what doctors really care about. 
Do radiologists care about resolution, time, or something else? 
Knowing exactly what the doctor is trying to accomplish with 
the machinery helps GE Medical focus its research efforts and 
makes new-product introductions far less hit or miss. GEMS’s 
close relationship with doctors also helped it identify a new 
aspect of the medical industry it could get involved in: infor-
mation management. This discovery has driven a fundamental 
change in the business, from selling products to selling packages 
of products and services, and has opened a large new growth 
trajectory.88

Further, it appears that salespeople who actually use their 
interactions with customers to help their own companies inno-
vate are relatively few and far between. Even though IBM’s 
2006 Global CEO Study found that customers were the third 
most valuable source of innovative ideas, the surveyed executives 
identified their own customer-facing sales and service units as 
sources of innovation less than half as frequently. Thus, the few 
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salespeople who can effectively transmit ideas back to their com-
panies—that is, salespeople who can channel the voice of the 
customer—will be highly valued by their own senior managers.

When today’s best salespeople respond to their customers’ 
evolving and often unspoken needs with continuous improve-
ment and innovation, they are acting like modern-day alche-
mists. They are transmuting their company’s products and 
services, and their own expertise, into added value and results 

CA Broa dens It s Sa l e s E x per t ise

CA, formerly Computer Associates, is a company in the process 
of a turnaround after mismanagement and financial improprieties 
that resulted in the loss of two-thirds of its senior team, as well as 
jail terms for four of its top execs. A notable element in this turn-
around has been the restructuring of the sales force under Greg-
ory Corgan, formerly IBM’s executive VP of worldwide sales.

In the past, CA’s sales force had been organized on a brand 
basis, and each was selling its own products with no incentive 
to learn about the company’s other, related products or to offer 
them to customers. As a result, says Corgan, “We didn’t have a 
history of managing customers as customers. We had a history of 
rerolling transactions.”

Today, 60 percent of the original sales force has turned over. 
The company has been reorganized into five product divisions, 
each with its own sales force. CA also has 270 account directors 
who manage customer relationships; support specialists who are 
expert in all of the company’s products; and a presales technical 
staff that can analyze and evaluate the customers’ IT architecture. 
Further, this expertise is supported by a new compensation plan, 
scheduled to be in place in 2008, which is designed to reward 
salespeople for aligning the company’s software with its custom-
ers’ business goals.89
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for their customers. Salespeople who succeed in this endeavor 
find that like the most talented medieval alchemists, who 
enjoyed the patronage of the powerful rulers of their day, they 
too become trusted and respected advisors—in this case, at the 
highest levels of their customers’ organizations.

The Three Levels of Alchemical Expertise

Innovation expertise is not easily acquired. No matter how 
innately talented salespeople are, the knowledge that they must 
bring to bear to help customers achieve results is usually devel-
oped over years of selling. This is one reason salespeople identi-
fied as masters of the final rule by the business customers we 
studied are most often sales veterans. Like sports superstars, 
such as Tiger Woods and Andre Agassi, great salespeople also 
require training and experience to hone their innovation skills.

It is, however, worth the work. Once salespeople have 
attained advanced levels of innovation, they also enjoy high lev-
els of customer credibility. This credibility is dependent upon the 
timeliness and validity of salesperson’s innovative input and con-
tribution. They must be proactive in sharing news that may affect 
their customers and provide information that is relevant to their 
customers’ problem-solving or decision-making processes. They 
must also be seen as “clear” channels of communication, present-
ing facts without bias or embellishment. As Phil Bohay, general 
manager of customer services for business sales and solutions at 
Canadian telecommunications company SaskTel, told us, “The 
key word that I like to use is ‘currency’ and having ‘currency’ 
with the customer. If you haven’t got the sort of business acumen 
and the political acumen to be able to work with your customers 
and bring real added value in your exchange of ideas and oppor-
tunities you can suggest, then you are no longer relevant.”

There are three levels of knowledge currency required to 
build your credibility and to provide your customers with  
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relevant innovative responses and solutions. They are technical 
expertise, industry expertise, and cross-functional expertise.

Technical Expertise
The first and most basic level of knowledge that supports 

innovative responses is technical or product-based expertise. 
This is also the expertise that customers most commonly expect 
from their vendors. For instance, it is “technology expertise,” 
not cost, that is the most frequently mentioned selection crite-
rion among buyers of outsourced IT services.90

Technical expertise has good, better, and best components. 
Good salespeople become expert in the capabilities of the prod-
ucts and services they are directly responsible for selling. Bet-
ter salespeople expand their expertise to include not just the 
products and services that they are charged with selling, but all 
of the products and services their companies offer their custom-
ers. The best salespeople take their expertise a step further and 
become subject-matter experts.

As subject-matter experts, the best salespeople develop and 
maintain a comprehensive knowledge base of all of the related 
products and/or services that are available to their customers. 
They acquire knowledge about competitors’ offerings through 
published information, and supplement it with personal and 
industry contacts. They stay abreast of the product and service 
developments in their industry through more formal learning 
opportunities, such as professional associations, seminars, and 
trade shows. These salespeople see themselves as continuous 
learners. They know that change is constant and for expertise to 
remain relevant, it must be constantly updated.

In assuming the role of subject-matter expert and develop-
ing an industry-wide breadth of product and service expertise, 
the best salespeople become valued resources to their custom-
ers. They are recognized for their ability to apply new develop-
ments to the customer’s workplace. They also always keep their  
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customers’ best interests in mind by willingly sharing informa-
tion, even at the risk of leading the customer to a competitor.

Industry Expertise
The second level of knowledge that the best salespeople apply 

to customer needs is their expertise in the customer’s industry. 
Salespeople, who are usually calling on a number of business 
customers in a given industry, see their customers’ industries 
from a far different perspective than individual customers 
typically see them. From this viewpoint, and fully within the 
bounds of professional ethics, they can help their customers 
create a more comprehensive portrait of their markets and com-
petitive environments.

The Et hic s of K now l edge Sh a ring

The ability to craft innovative responses to customer needs is 
dependent on knowledge sharing. However, sharing knowledge has 
limits that must be respected. For instance, if salespeople reveal 
sensitive customer information in this process, they are breaching 
their ethical, and perhaps legal, responsibilities. Further, they are 
harming their chances for creating an open, trusting relationship 
with the customer who is receiving the information. Customers are 
naturally reluctant to share information with salespeople who they 
know do not respect the dictates of confidentiality.

The best salespeople balance the value of sharing their 
knowledge with the customer demand and desire for confidential-
ity. They are always aware of sensitivity of proprietary informa-
tion and never reveal competitive knowledge. When they are in 
doubt, they gain permission before revealing information. In doing 
so, they enhance customer trust and access.
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World-class salespeople are highly aware of the market trends, 
including environmental and competitive forces, that are at work 
within the customers’ industries. They take pride in maintaining 
an in-depth awareness of market issues and strive to be seen as a 
source of market advice and information to their customers.

Further, the industry knowledge that salespeople can offer 
their customers is first-person and multidimensional. Salespeo-
ple often have a front-row seat as market and product trends 
emerge in their customers’ industries. They know which of their 
products and services are experiencing high demand, and they 
see how they are being applied. They use this knowledge to help 
their customers identify and tap into emerging opportunities.

Cross-Functional Expertise
Most innovations come from the application of exist-

ing knowledge in a new context. In 1948, George de Mestral 
returned from a walk with his dog, and, while removing the 
burrs attached to his pant leg, was struck by their gripping 
power. On examining one under a microscope, he realized that 
its design could be reproduced and used as a fastener. Velcro 
was born. In the early 1970s, Art Fry, a new-product developer 
at 3M, used a weak adhesive created by mistake by 3M scientist 
Spence Silver to make bookmarks for his church hymnal. The 
Post-it Note was invented.

For salespeople, the ability to apply existing knowledge in 
new contexts is usually built on their functional expertise. In 
other words, the best salespeople see how to apply knowledge 
they gain from one functional area of a business to another. 
Their cross-functional expertise enables them to apply a variety 
of different perspectives to generate innovative ways of serving 
their current customers.

This final level of expertise is the most difficult for sales-
people to attain. Professional salespeople, after all, tend to stay 
in sales. They never receive the benefit of the rotation through 
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a variety of functions that companies offer promising profes-
sional managers and fast-track executive candidates. So, unlike 
managers, whose business knowledge tends to be eclectic, sales-
people are usually expert in a single silo—the sales function—
which, unless they are selling sales-related products and services, 
is of little or no use to their customers.

One way that salespeople overcome this barrier and do gain 
functional experience is by selling products and services in dif-
ferent customer environments. In learning how their company’s 
products and services are used in different industries and in a 
variety of functional areas within customer companies, sales-
people expand their ability to identify and offer innovative 
ideas. Their frame of reference expands outside the functional 
silo of sales, and they raise their expertise from the tactical level 
to a higher level—the so-called 30,000-foot view of the senior 
executive and the strategic consultant.

At this level, the best salespeople begin to see their customers’ 
companies in new ways. For instance, they come to see a rental 
car company that buys their goods and services as more than 
a maintainer and manager of fleets of cars. It becomes a trans-
portation company that is interested in anything that can help 
it move its customers from one place to another more efficiently. 
Or a higher level yet, the transportation company becomes a 
personal services company that is interested in an even broader 
range of travel-related products and services, such as CRM data-
bases, systems for managing the delivery of cars to customers 
instead of vice versa, GPS mapping systems, and satellite radios. 
As the salesperson’s perspective expands, so does his or her abil-
ity to uncover and fill a host of new opportunities.

The Five Attributes of Innovative Salespeople

It is important to recognize the difference between problem-
solving (as we discussed it in the last chapter) and innovation. 
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Problem-solving is reactive and mainly tactical in nature. The 
salesperson is responding to a specific problem as defined by the 
customer—something that has gone wrong somewhere in the 
delivery of the expected benefits. Innovation, on the other hand, 
is proactive and more likely to be strategic in nature. The sales-
person is often responding to a problem or an opportunity that 
the customer has not yet recognized and/or clearly defined.

Innovative responses are usually unique combinations of 
vendor solutions and customer circumstances. Therefore, they 
are not easily scripted. Although there are formal innovation 
processes, such as those followed by R&D departments, we 
find that innovation in sales is more opportunistic in nature. 
Thus, the best salespeople are able to respond innovatively to 
customers through application of their own behaviors and skills 
rather than through the execution of a fixed process. In our 
studies of world-class salespeople, we have been able to define 
five of these attributes.

Attribute #1: The Ability to Judge the Innovation 
Receptivity and Profit Potential of Customers
World-class salespeople know where and when to offer their 

expertise. These salespeople judge which of their contacts within 
a customer organization are open to innovation and which are 
not. Further, they understand that only a certain percentage of 
their customers will be interested in innovative responses and 
that innovative responses may not be appropriate based on the 
level of return their own company will reap from a particular 
customer.

When we studied physicians’ office customers within the 
medical supply industry, we found that customers’ receptivity 
to innovation varied by position. Doctors placed a high value 
on the salesperson’s ability to provide innovative new products 
and ideas. In fact, this was the attribute in salespeople that 
they rated as most important. Nurses and business managers, 
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however, were less interested in innovative responses and more 
interested in the day-to-day concerns of their jobs and the effi-
cient running of their offices. If you translate this finding to 
the corporate environment, it suggests that your contacts at the 
highest levels of customer organizations will be more interested 
in innovative thinking than will your contacts at lower levels of 
the organizations.

Salespeople must also weigh the receptivity of customers 
in a larger sense. They have to distinguish between occasional 
or transaction-based customers and long-term customers who 
see them in a more strategic sense as business partners. The 
customer who sees your product as a commodity, who is solely 
interested in price, and who restricts your access to the purchas-
ing staff is unlikely to be interested in considering your ideas 
for expanding the company’s business into a new market. On 
the other hand, a customer company that is always asking you 
to add value to your offerings and that shares its business plans 
with you is likely to be highly interested in innovation.

Finally, the best salespeople always judge the economic 
potential of their customer relationships. They choose where to 
apply their innovation expertise based on this economic poten-
tial. They identify and focus their efforts on customers who 
will provide returns commensurate with the level of innovation 
expertise that they receive.

Attribute #2: A Commitment to Keep Customers  
Up-to-Date
Unapplied knowledge has little value in the business-to-

business world. So, as the best salespeople continuously gather 
knowledge, they also actively disseminate it among their cus-
tomers. They are committed to sharing all three levels of their 
expertise with customers.

This is not to say that customers are dependent solely on 
salespeople for information, and certainly, there is no percentage  
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in treating customers as anything other than experts in their 
own industries and businesses. The best salespeople, however, 
play a valuable role in keeping customers up-to-date regarding 
competitors, market trends, regulations, and so on. Given the 
information glut that many executives are struggling to man-
age, these salespeople can help customers winnow out the most 
useful knowledge. They also can serve as sounding boards for 
their customers.

Perhaps most important, when salespeople focus on knowl-
edge sharing, they begin to craft customer conversations that 
rise above the monotonous drone of the standard sales pitch. 
They use the knowledge they have gathered as the basis for 
open and informative conversations that are focused on the 
challenges and opportunities the customer faces. When they 
share what they have learned about the customer’s world and 
the applications that can address the customer’s issues, they 
demonstrate their ability to add value to the customer’s busi-
ness. When they share a finding or an idea that the customer 
has not heard before, they transform themselves into innova-
tion alchemists.

Attribute #3: A Constant Search for New Applications
The best salespeople are always looking for new ways in 

which their expertise, products, and services can be applied 
to their customers’ businesses. They understand that products 
and services do not sell themselves, and they search out cre-
ative ways to match their products and services to the diverse 
needs of their customers. In other words, they continually try 
to expand their application repertoire.

Hewlett-Packard vice president and “creatologist” Joseph 
Batista, who began his career in sales at Digital Equipment 
Corporation (DEC), is a devoted practitioner in this area. After 
DEC merged with Compaq, Batista created iVelocity, a brain-
storming workshop designed to help customers build speed and 
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scale into new business projects by providing them with access 
to Compaq’s product knowledge and implementation experi-
ence. “I try to help customer companies accelerate their busi-
ness plans,” explained Batista. “We are so big and have so many 
hidden assets that neither the customer nor the average sales 
professional in the field realizes what we can do for them. We 
try to think about our resources in a different light. We look 
at what we have, listen to the customer and begin to play out 
certain scenarios.”91

As Batista well knows, the constant search for new appli-
cations helps salespeople expand their business with existing 
accounts by utilizing innovative means to answer their needs. 
It also helps win new customers, particularly among emerging 
companies, which are usually very appreciative of the knowl-
edge and resources an established business partner can offer 
them.

Attribute #4: The Ability to Recognize Unspoken 
Customer Needs
World-class salespeople are constantly searching for the 

right opportunity to apply their innovation skills. In fact, they 
are able to identify opportunities that the average salesperson 
overlooks and answer customer needs that customers them-
selves often do not recognize.

This is an attribute that Dow Corning has been working 
hard to inculcate within its sales force. By 2000, Dow Corn-
ing’s customers were increasingly treating its silicon-based 
products as premium-priced commodities, and as a result, the 
company was experiencing lackluster sales and stagnant growth 
rates. One way it addressed this problem was to segment its cus-
tomers by their needs. Its price-sensitive commodity customers 
were given a low-cost product line that they could order via 
the Internet. In this way, the sales force was able to dedicate its 
efforts to customers who wanted added value.
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Dow Corning trained its salespeople to identify opportuni-
ties for innovative responses within their customers’ businesses. 
This resulted in the company offering a variety of new services 
to support its customers, including translating customer labels 
into foreign languages, supply chain optimization, and advice 
on foreign regulatory issues. In one example, Ragnar Avery, a 
twenty-two-year sales veteran, met with the senior leadership 
of a customer company, as well as its purchasing and technical 
staff, and discovered that the customer wanted to reduce its 
inventory costs. “We were able to provide contract packaging to 
them in customized form,” explained Avery to CRM magazine, 

“and that freed them up to not having inventory anymore—we 
would, basically, handle inventory. We took a transactional pro-
cess out of their hands, saving them money and getting us bet-
ter profitability as well.”92

Attribute #5: A Willingness to Try the Untested
Finally, the best salespeople are action-oriented when it 

comes to innovation. They choose their innovation opportuni-
ties carefully, but when they identify a viable opportunity to 
innovate, they respond quickly and without fear.

In studying world-class salespeople, we have found that they 
are willing to try untested ideas and solutions. They tend not 
to feel constrained by standard procedures or methods. They 
value what has proven successful in the past, but are willing to 
stretch to meet customer requirements, even when this adds 
extra pressure to their workload or introduces additional risk 
to the sale.

This attitude often proves to be infectious. These salespeople 
excite and motivate their customers to explore new areas and 
experiment with new ideas. This sense of enthusiasm introduces 
urgency into a sale and encourages action on the customer’s 
part, thus helping to shorten sales cycles and stimulate buying 
decisions.
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Because innovation is by its very nature unpredictable, the 
best salespeople are also flexible and adaptable in their pur-
suit and execution of innovative solutions. As they formulate 
and present innovative responses, they are prepared to change 
them based on the customer’s reactions and input. In addition, 
as they execute innovative responses, they use their problem- 
solving skills to resolve unexpected barriers to the successful 
delivery of results.

◆  ◆  ◆

In developing the ability to deliver innovative ideas and 
applications to their customers on a continual basis, salespeople 
fulfill the final customer rule and cement their ability to win 
new business and expand existing customer relationships. In 
completing our examination of the final customer rule, we have 
also finished answering the second question that we posed in 
the book’s introduction: What capabilities define the highly effec-
tive sales professional? Now, in the next and final section of the 
book, we will take a step back and explore the insights that our 
surveys of business customers have revealed about the composi-
tion of the world-class sales organization.
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Thus far, we have focused on an in-depth exploration of 

the customer-defined competencies of the world-class 

salesperson. We have examined the skills that individual 

salespeople can and should develop and cultivate in order 

to fulfill their customers’ rules of engagement as well as 

win an ever-larger share of their wallets. Our primary goal 

has been to apply the results of our research to help you 

become a world-class salesperson in your customers’ eyes. 

Now we would like to turn your attention to one final sub-

ject: the customer-defined characteristics of a world-class 

sales organization.

Over the past fourteen years, our research has revealed a 
great deal about the expectations that business customers have 
of sales organizations. Prior to this book, we at Chally placed 
a special emphasis on these organizational lessons. With the 
support of a distinguished group of sponsors, we identified 
the characteristics of world-class sales organizations that busi-
ness customers support with their buying behaviors. With the 
cooperation of companies that customers awarded best-in-class  

Part Four

Eight Questions for Identifying World-Class 
Sales Organizations



A chie    v e  sa  l es   e xce  l l e n ce

192

status, we conducted benchmarking studies to identify their best 
practices. We published reports and white papers that described 
our findings. We also communicated the lessons we learned 
from the world-class sellers and their customers at conferences 
and seminars around the world. Now, in this final section of 
the book, we offer them to you in the form of eight questions 
(illustrated with examples drawn from benchmarking studies of 
five of the world-class sales award winners and other successful 
business-to-business sellers) that you can use to identify world-
class sales organizations for yourself.93 The questions are:

9	 What drives the company’s culture?
9	 How does the company segment its markets?
9	 How efficiently does the company adapt to market changes?
9	 How are customers served by the company’s IT initiatives?
9	 How evolved are the company’s sales, service, and technical sup-

port systems?
9	 How does the company solicit customer feedback and measure 

customer satisfaction?
9	 How does the company recruit and select salespeople?
9	 How does the company train and develop its sales force?

If you are a salesperson, these questions can help you determine 
where you can put your knowledge and skills to their best possible 
use. If you are satisfied with your current position, the answers 
will help you understand how your company’s sales strengths can 
best support your performance and improve your results. You can 
use this information to make better use of the resources your com-
pany offers. Perhaps you can also practice your “influence without 
authority” skills and lobby for improvements, if and when they 
are needed. If you are just beginning your sales career or chang-
ing jobs, you can use these eight questions to help you identify an 
employer who can best support your future success.

If you are a sales executive or manager, the eight questions 
can help you in many of the same ways. You can use them to 
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assess your current position and future career opportunities. In 
addition, because you have some managerial power, you can 
go a step further and identify the strengths and weaknesses of 
your sales force in order to improve its performance and results. 
Pay particular attention to those questions that you have the 
authority to address. They can make an outsized impact on 
your team’s results.

Finally, if you are a senior executive, you can use these eight 
questions to weigh your company’s performance against compa-
nies that have fielded the best sales forces in the world. The eight 
questions will provide you with insights into how to improve 
the results of your sales force and, more important, how the rest 
of your company can support and enhance sales results. We 
hope that you will use our findings to create an entire organiza-
tion that is capable of achieving sales excellence.

Eight Questions
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Question 1

What Drives the Company’s Culture?

Corporate culture is the reef of attitudes and behav-

iors that lies beneath the surface of every business-

to-business seller. When this reef is well shaped it can be a 

protective barrier against competitors. But when it is mis-

shapen, it can sink your company.

Like a reef, a company’s culture is a living system. It typically 
grows and evolves over long periods of time in a process of accre-
tion. Every employee can influence the culture to a small degree, 
but generally, employees who want to stay with a company must 
adjust to the culture instead of vice versa. For these reasons, a 
corporate culture is usually a steady, stable system that is neither 
quickly nor easily altered. Unfortunately, the market environment 
in which a company competes will often change much faster than 
its culture can respond. When that happens, you can see why the 
task of radically changing a company’s culture is often identified 
as one of the most difficult challenges faced by corporate leaders.

It is a challenge that is not always successfully navigated. 
Think of AT&T in its prime. Today, the bluest of the blue chips 
exists in name only after being acquired by SBC Communi-
cations in November 2005. Why did AT&T fall? Because its 
leaders and employees could not adjust to a world in which 
long-distance telephone service, the company’s cash cow for 
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many decades, was destined to become a low-margin commod-
ity. Other companies have fared better than AT&T, but their 
culture-changing journeys are never easy. IBM crashed on the 
reef of its product-based culture and almost sank before Lou 
Gerstner found a way to reshape it. United Parcel Service, Inc. 
(UPS) also floundered on its reef of reliable, but nonresponsive 
service until Oz Nelson reoriented the company’s culture.

A major reason why IBM and UPS have so successfully 
weathered the storms of change and competition is that their 
leaders wisely enticed them to adopt customer-driven cultures. 
These cultures are performance-based and primarily focused on 
the customer’s results. They are the same kind of cultures that 
are overwhelmingly present in the companies and sales forces 
that business customers identify as world-class sellers and that 
they support with their buying behaviors.

How can you identify a company whose culture is customer-
driven? Certainly, it has to “talk the talk,” but many companies 
that are not particularly customer-driven do that. It must also 

“walk the walk.” Customer-driven companies are always focused 
outward rather than looking inward at themselves and/or their 
products and services. They are always thinking in terms of 
customer needs and desires, and how they might satisfy them. 
Their primary measures are based on the results they generate 
for their customers and on long-term customer satisfaction, and 
they compensate their employees based on those measures.

World-class sellers demonstrate this customer-first orientation 
in the targets of the improvement initiatives they choose to pur-
sue. Usually, these projects are aimed externally at improving the 
customer’s experience and results rather than at internal operat-
ing efficiencies and cost cutting. Consider, for instance, financial 
services powerhouse JPMorgan Chase & Co., which was an early 
adopter of on-boarding for customers. It used the technique to 
bring its new clients up to speed as quickly and efficiently as pos-
sible. In the process, the company cut the cycle time required to 
provide full service to new customers by 80 percent.94

1. What Drives the Company’s Culture?
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Customer-centric companies tend to adopt sales systems 
that are driven by customer needs. AT&T Middle Market, 
which boasted an exceptionally successful sales force that was 
one of company’s bright spots, used a “Stewardship Agreement” 
to help its salespeople define and detail their customers’ expec-
tations, needs, and desired level of service. This was a structured 
mechanism used to “push” the account executive to develop a 
needs analysis with the customer and “pull” the customer into 
the process of developing and monitoring the agreement. The 
agreements explicitly stated how AT&T was going to add value 
to the customer’s business and were used to review products, 
services, and the added-value benefits delivered. The Middle 
Market team entered into stewardship agreements with approx-
imately 25 percent of its key customers.

World-class business-to-business sales organizations usually 
position their salespeople as business consultants rather than 
product presenters. When we benchmarked the sales force at 
Boise Cascade Office Products, we found sales representatives 
flowcharting customer internal processes to identify potential 
improvements in their purchasing patterns. The sales force was 
also trained to use a sophisticated activity-based costing system 
to help customers analyze the exact points in their processes at 
which their highest costs were incurred.

Customer-driven sellers also utilize service level agreements 
(SLAs). SLAs use a shared risk / shared savings strategy to create 
win/win partnerships with customers. They blur the traditional 
lines between buyers and sellers by setting cost-savings goals 
that benefit both parties. The customer usually gets a lower ini-
tial price, and if the promised goal is reached, the vendor is  
paid a set fee or a percentage of the customer’s savings. Pharma-
ceutical distributor Allegiance Healthcare, a Chally world-class 
sales award winner that has since been acquired by another 
company, used SLAs to underwrite customer projects aimed 
at reducing inventory and labor costs. When the customer’s 
costs fell below the level preset in the SLA, Allegiance and its  
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customer shared the savings. When costs exceeded their targets, 
Allegiance shared the added expense.

A final clue to a customer-focused culture is the company’s 
willingness to educate and train the customer’s employees in 
areas that can enable them to improve their company’s results. 
Allegiance Healthcare offered biannual executive leadership 
symposiums for its key accounts. It also invited its custom-
ers’ administrative and operating-room personnel to multiday 
classes to learn about new marketplace trends and new prod-
ucts. General Electric is another standout in this regard. We 
have already discussed the company’s “At the Customer, For 
the Customer” initiative. It is interesting to note that it was 
Motorola that first introduced Six Sigma. However, the qual-
ity strategy did not spread throughout corporate America until 
General Electric adopted it and began training its many cus-
tomers to use it to enhance their own companies.

1. What Drives the Company’s Culture?
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If you explore the histories of major business-to-business 

sellers, you will see that they were usually founded on 

the basis of a single product or service aimed at a highly 

focused group of customers. As these sellers expanded, so 

did their customer bases. Soon, they found themselves serv-

ing such a diverse customer list that they had to organize 

their customers into addressable groups. They segmented 

their markets.

Sellers use a variety of segmentation options, including 
organizing around the customers’ industry, size of company, 
geographical location, technology needs, complexity, regulatory 
requirements, and the products and/or services typically pur-
chased. The organization of their sales forces is usually derived 
from and aligned with their segmentation strategy. Both can 
tell you a lot about the depth of a company’s commitment to 
customer focus as well as its potential for future growth.

The world-class sellers we have benchmarked segment their 
customers in various ways, but almost all of them share a com-
mon objective: they segment in an effort to maximize their abil-
ity to provide local service and solutions that best match their 
customers’ needs. For instance, customers with complex global 

Question 2

How Does the Company Segment  
Its Markets?
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businesses often require levels of expertise and service that can 
only be achieved through a team-based selling approach. Gen-
eral Electric Industrial Control Systems (GE ICS) established 
approximately twenty local customer teams to support complex 
accounts throughout the Americas. Each team, comprising up 
to seventy members, was run by an advisory board, represent-
ing sales, operations, technical functions, a business develop-
ment leader, and an engineering manager. The advisory board 
established the team’s sales strategies and tactical plans, as well 
as allocated and positioned its resources to best serve its cus-
tomers.

Since health care is so highly regulated and the regulations 
vary so widely, Allegiance Healthcare focused its sales organi-
zation on its customers’ regulatory environments. For example, 
when the state of California became a front-runner in the area 
of managed cost, Allegiance provided health-care systems with 
alternative purchasing plans designed to reduce and sometimes 
even eliminate product costs for its customers in that state. It 
also helped customers respond to California’s environmental 
regulations by reducing product packaging. By redeploying its 
resources to deal with local needs driven by regulatory laws, 
Allegiance was able to better understand its customer’s prob-
lems and provide value-added solutions.

AT&T’s Middle Market business unit was established in 
January 1995 specifically to address a previously unaddressed 
customer segment: midsized corporate customers spending 
between $5,000 and $85,000 per month on phone and data 
services. In addition to creating a dedicated sales force for these 
customers, Middle Market further segmented them into four 
geographic regions served by twenty-four sales branches.

The organization of the Middle Market sales force illustrates 
another commonality in world-class sellers—they are decentral-
ized in order to stay as close to and respond as quickly to the 
customer as possible. Middle Market pushed authority down 
the ladder by giving account executives and local managers  

2. How Does the Company Segment Its Markets?
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considerable autonomy in decision-making and pricing. In fact, 
90 percent of its pricing decisions were made in the field. Sup-
port services, too, were pushed down to the branch level to 
speed customer response.

Another clue to a company’s capabilities is in how well it 
manages its national accounts. One of the core problems sellers 
face with national accounts is that they are sold at the corporate 
level, but serviced at multiple points on a local level. This often 
results in internal conflicts and service gaps that can hinder the 
delivery of customer value. The best sellers create mechanisms 
that enable cooperation across all of the decision points that 
affect the customer. For instance, Boise Cascade Office Prod-
ucts established an integrated network to sell and service its 
larger national accounts. One customer contract is negotiated 
centrally and then, within the network, national account man-
agers work closely with the local field representatives to ensure 
that service, product, and pricing agreements made with the 
customer are fulfilled as promised.

Finally, market segmentation involves more than organizing 
just to sell; it also involves organizing to sell profitably. World-
class sellers recognize that successful segmentation requires 
that they rationalize their marketing and sales expenditures 
by investing in those segments with the highest growth and 
return potential and conserving resources in low-potential seg-
ments. When we studied IBM, we found that it was employing 
both face-to-face and telephone sales coverage to optimize its 
resources. Customers who did not prefer or require face-to-face 
contact were shifted to an inside team of 600 client and spe-
cialist sales representatives who did everything a field rep was 
capable of handling. The reallocation of customers according to 
this segmentation significantly increased sales productivity.
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Change is one of the few constants in business today. 

The changes inherent in advances in technology, 

shifting demographics, market consolidation, excess capac-

ity, and global competition all impact business-to-business 

sellers and their customers.

Those sellers whose ability to change is restricted by 
bureaucratic structures and sluggish decision-making often 
see opportunities and sales evaporate almost as rapidly as they 
appear. Their competitors fill the demand, or new require-
ments surface and their customer’s needs change again before 
they can react. Conversely, the same conditions can create 
golden opportunities for those business-to-business sellers 
who react quickly and capitalize on emerging and rapidly 
evolving customer needs.

Historically, smaller companies were the most adept at 
turning on a dime and making quick adjustments and deci-
sions. This flexibility gave them a considerable advantage in the 
niche marketplaces they served. Today, even the largest sell-
ers are embracing and accepting change as the norm. They are 
adjusting and responding to market change more quickly than 
ever. Add it all together and the picture is clear: the ability to 
continuously improve performance and the flexibility to adapt 

Question 3

How Efficiently Does the Company  
Adapt to Market Changes?
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to protean markets are critical qualities in any company that 
aspires to become a world-class business-to-business seller.

Companies on the cutting edge of market change are pro-
active adapters, not reactive responders. Instead of putting 
out fires for their customers, these sellers are fireproofing their 
businesses with innovative initiatives. United Parcel Service, 
Inc. (UPS) has demonstrated this ability repeatedly in the past 
decade. It was the first shipper to allow its customers to track 
their shipments—a service that is now commonplace. As sup-
ply chains stretched around the world, it created a new, fast- 
growing service parts logistics business. In 2003, its much-her-
alded supply chain unit instituted “Flex Global View” that, 
among other things, sends customers alerts when their ship-
ments are delayed, another first in its industry.

World-class sellers develop “performance” cultures to 
enhance their ability to adapt and respond. They empower 
decision-making close to the customer, minimize bureaucratic 
delays, and reduce cycle time overall. They make a formal com-
mitment to reduce process steps and eliminate unnecessary 
points of approval to enhance their business process. As we 
mentioned earlier, Allegiance Healthcare adapted to the fast-
changing needs of the health-care industry and the marketplace 
complexity compounded by various state regulatory require-
ments by reorganizing to enhance its response, service qual-
ity, and speed. AT&T Middle Market, Boise Cascade Office 
Products, GE ICS, and IBM are all world-class sales award win-
ners that reorganized in order to push decision authority out to 
customer-facing units.

AT&T Middle Market facilitated decision-making and 
response by focusing on the more efficient collection and cir-
culation of market data. In a variation on Wal-Mart’s weekly 
market intelligence meetings, Middle Market’s branch manag-
ers and headquarters personnel participated in biweekly, two-
hour telephone conferences designed to share information, 
solve problems, and recognize and celebrate victories. Since all  
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decision-making functions were represented at the teleconfer-
ence, many problems were resolved immediately.

Victor Mendes, general manager of sales and distribution at 
GE ICS, cut through to the frontlines of change by personally 
calling his salespeople. “I make random calls to our account 
managers,” he explained. “When contact is made, I begin ask-
ing questions. ‘Where are you? Who did you call on today? How 
did the call go? Who are you seeing tomorrow? How many new 
customers are you going to see this week? How many new cus-
tomers are you going to see next week? What can I do to help? 
Tell me three things that will make your life easier and enable 
you to sell more.’” It is a deceptively simple tactic that enhances 
internal communication and the open exchange of information, 
and expedites decision-making.

Both business customers and their vendors are recognizing 
that partnerships are another way to enhance their ability to 
adapt quickly. Accordingly, buyer-seller partnerships now exist 
on some level at most companies. Research shows, however, that 
the majority of these business partnerships fail. The successful 
ones are those that encompass mutually shared values, vision, 
business results, and of course, trust and accessibility.

One way that trust is developed is through the open exchange 
of data. Boise Cascade Office Products provided very detailed 
account data to its customers relevant to their buying habits 
and the associated costs. IBM addressed the issue of accessi-
bility by assigning dedicated client representatives to its large- 
volume partners. In some instances, the client representa-
tive was located in the customer’s facility, promoting a daily 
exchange of information, ideas, and solutions. At Allegiance 
Healthcare, formal quarterly reviews with customers were a 
standard process, particularly with its partner accounts. Dur-
ing this process, the customer and the Allegiance account man-
agement team reviewed the customer’s purchasing patterns by 
product, analyzing the costs with an eye toward continuously 
adding value.

3. Does the Company Adapt to Market Changes?
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In the fast-changing world of information technology, 

applications change so rapidly that committing them to 

print tends to be an exercise in obsolescence. Nevertheless, 

the principle of utilizing IT in the quest to learn more about 

customers and markets, enhance and empower the sales 

process, and better serve customers remains perennially rel-

evant. Indeed, over the years that we have been studying 

world-class sellers, it is becoming an ever-greater priority.

World-class sellers create a competitive advantage through 
IT by mining and managing customer data. Well aware of the 
speed of change at the leading edge of IT and the difficulties 
inherent in capturing the value of IT applications, these sellers 
tend to be highly skilled in the design, implementation, and 
management of information systems. Further, their IT systems 
often become growth engines that drive their results.

Sales leaders hone their customer focus through the col-
lection and dissemination of customer information, product/
service specifications, and purchasing data. At IT’s most basic 
levels, it is facilitating transactions and streamlining admin-
istrative duties, and thereby enabling salespeople to spend 
more face-to-face time with customers. IT also enhances the  

Question 4

How Are Customers Served by the 
Company’s IT Initiatives?



205

management of customer relationships and serves as a vehicle 
for sales training.

We often see world-class sellers using IT to become total 
solutions providers to customers. The information derived 
from these applications helps salespeople to define solutions 
and uncover opportunities for adding value that are not always 
apparent or easily achieved through the manual review of trans-
actions and questioning customers. For example, GE ICS mined 
its order database to identify customers in a specific market seg-
ment that were still using motors that were more than fifteen 
years old. The company designed a program to analyze the inef-
ficiencies of those older motors, calculate the associated costs, 
and compare them to the cost of purchasing new motors. The 
sales force provided this service to the customers, and earned 
replacement sales in the process.

Boise Cascade Office Products implemented a variety of IT 
applications to store, sort, and analyze its customer data. We 
have already mentioned the activity-based costing software that 
enabled its salespeople to analyze their customers’ processes 
(directly assigning more than 90 percent of the associated costs, 
and creating sales opportunities based on hard savings). The 
company’s data warehousing application provided a detailed 
view of customers’ transactions and purchasing patterns and 
became a cornerstone of the account planning process. Boise 
Cascade also created a software application named SAVE, which 
helps customers optimize their office supply usage. It helped the 
company win the business of a major hospital buying group. 
Using SAVE, the group was able to compare the costs of the 
various buying options it planned to offer its client hospitals, 
which allowed it to conclude that Boise Cascade was the vendor 
best able to assist in the development and implementation of its 
purchasing processes.

World-class sellers tend to be enthusiastic adopters of new 
IT offerings, but they are also fully cognizant of the challenges 
inherent in successful implementation. We saw this characteristic  

4. How Are Customers Served by the IT Initiatives?
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in action when sales force automation (SFA) first emerged as 
a highly promising new application. Many sellers rushed into 
implementations hoping to enhance the productivity of their 
sales forces. Instead, they often unintentionally automated inef-
fective processes and alienated their salespeople and customers. 
Conversely, world-class sellers took a very deliberate approach 
to SFA. While many sellers were experiencing implementa-
tion failures, two-thirds of the best-in-class sellers we studied 
were devoting additional time to understanding the full rami-
fications of the technology. They concentrated their efforts on 
the planning stage of adoption, developing explicit plans that 
defined their desired end-states, barriers to be removed, process 
issues to be addressed, and investment criteria.

As always, the world-class sellers oriented their SFA applica-
tions toward their customers. For instance, IBM, which created 
an opportunity management system, applied automation to 
the process of matching services and solutions to its customers’ 
desired business results. This application automatically specified 
the resources the sales rep needed in order to successfully sell, 
implement, and service the best solutions for the prospective 
customer. It also had the capacity to review the skills, knowl-
edge, industry experience, and proficiencies needed to support 
the customer, as well as identify a team capable of developing 
the best solution for the customer.

In addition to orienting IT toward the customer, world-
class sellers also devote a good deal of time to the “people” com-
ponent of IT adoptions. They “sell” their customers and their 
salespeople on the use of information technology by focusing 
on its utility and user friendliness, because they understand 
that the best technology in the world will go unused if it is not 
easily accessible.
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The transformation of salespeople from transaction 

managers with product-based service and technical 

support responsibilities into business agents and consul-

tants who are focused on customer results has created a 

sea change in their day-to-day activities. Further, in order 

to fulfill customer expectations for personal accountabil-

ity, advocacy, problem resolution, and the other capabili-

ties that predict world-class sales success, salespeople have 

less time than ever for transactional and administrative  

processes.

Of course, this does not mean that these processes can be 
ignored. Rather, world-class sellers are finding new and creative 
ways to fill the voids created by the shifting responsibilities of 
salespeople. Leading sellers are addressing this challenge by 
building systems into their sales infrastructure that tap into the 
combined intelligence of the organization instead of depending 
solely on the talent of the user.

These systems include specialized centers of excellence that 
bolster the individual salesperson’s ability to provide total solu-
tions and manage the results delivery process. For instance, 

Question 5

How Evolved Are the Company’s Sales, 
Service, and Technical Support Systems?
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AT&T Middle Market used data network specialists and a toll-
free twenty-four-hour technical support line to support its sales-
people. Allegiance Healthcare’s range of specialized resources 
was particularly extensive. Financial analysts monitored regional 
economies and helped account managers and their customers 
understand developments that could impact their businesses 
and purchasing behaviors. Information service specialists pro-
vided technical support to the sales force and counseled cus-
tomers on their IT issues. Marketing liaisons analyzed product 
data, such as usage trends and pricing options, to ensure that 
salespeople could offer customers the most attractive solutions. 
Customer service reps monitored and addressed transactional 
issues. The resources Allegiance extended to its sales force and 
customers even included specialized assistance in logistics and 
the management of receivables and payables.

Successful sellers also intently focus on reducing cycle time 
throughout the sale. In our studies, we have often found world-
class sellers using a TQM-based approach to improving the 
internal processes associated with sales. GE’s much-reported 
Six Sigma initiative is a notable example. Boise Cascade 
Office Products employed regional quality managers who were 
assigned to improve all of its sales-related processes. This focus 
on process improvement extends into customers’ organizations. 
Allegiance Healthcare created the Procedure Based Delivery 
System, in which Allegiance’s experts studied customers’ value 
chains through to the end users of its products. One aim of 
these studies was to learn how to prepackage medical supplies 
in the proper quantities for just-in-time delivery to the point  
of use.

We have also seen an intense focus on the reduction of the 
time required to complete routine sales-related transactions. 
In 2005, carpet manufacturer Beaulieu Group, whose major 
customers include The Home Depot and Lowe’s, equipped its 
250-member sales force with order-entry software. Previously, 
salespeople wrote orders at the customer site and then entered 



209

them into the company’s system on their return to the office. 
The orders were then transmitted to clerical staffers who entered 
them once again into the company’s order-processing system. 
Now salespeople use mobile devices to enter the order directly 
from the customer site. The change gives salespeople more 
time to sell, reduces costs, and speeds the delivery of orders to  
customers.95

Finally, we often see world-class sellers developing proprie-
tary infrastructure systems that enable them to apply their core 
competencies externally. These sellers are encouraging customers 
to utilize the seller’s expertise to improve their business results. 
Customers of GE ICS, for instance, were offered the Customer 
Access Node, a technical hotline service that enabled customers 
to electronically connect their process control systems to a GE-
based monitoring center. The monitoring center analyzed and 
diagnosed the customer’s control system remotely.

Allegiance Healthcare turned its core competency in logis-
tics into a proprietary, value-added customer service. The 
company’s logistics team consulted with customers to improve 
the customers’ supply management processes. Sometimes this 
included taking over the management of customers’ storerooms 
on the customers’ premises; sometimes the storerooms were 
literally relocated to an Allegiance facility. When we studied 
the company, its western region had more than ninety of these 
so-called ValueLink contracts in which hospitals’ supply rooms 
were outsourced off-site.

5. How Evolved Are the Company’s Systems?
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The economics of customer retention and the profit-

ability of long-term customer relationships should be 

obvious by now. We know that the cost of gaining a new 

customer is exponentially higher than that of expanding 

business relationships with existing customers. We also 

know that it is more effective to build market share by 

putting the customers’ needs first than it is to attempt to 

achieve market dominance through a product-based strat-

egy. These findings support the compelling need for sellers 

to understand their customers more intimately than ever 

before.

World-class sellers understand that establishing customers 
as the primary drivers of strategy and profit requires knowing 
how their customers’ businesses operate, the objectives that are 
driving their actions, and their unique motivations. These sellers 
realize that they cannot create solutions that truly provide added 
value to customers without this knowledge. Accordingly, they 
create mechanisms that enable and enhance the two-way flow of 
communication between their customers and themselves.

Question 6

How Does the Company Solicit Customer 
Feedback and Measure Customer Satisfaction?
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The best sales organizations generate robust information 
flows by measuring satisfaction and soliciting feedback at mul-
tiple levels within their customers’ companies. They are consis-
tently applying and continuously refining their data-gathering 
processes in order to generate relevant and actionable levels of 
detail. They also tier the intensity and breadth of their measure-
ment processes according to the importance and value of their 
customers.

The measurement tools that sellers use range from surveys to 
complex face-to-face evaluations. Sometimes, we see this feed-
back process taken to the highest levels of the seller’s company, 
such as when customer advisory boards, patterned after boards 
of directors, are established and made privy to the seller’s busi-
ness plan and strategies.

When we studied IBM, we found that the company had a 
dedicated department focused solely on monitoring customer 
satisfaction. To ensure the integrity of its results, the company 
went so far as to hire a third party to select the research firms 
used to gather customer data. At that time, all of IBM’s many 
customers were surveyed annually. The surveys tracked a vari-
ety of metrics including overall satisfaction, the rep’s knowledge 
of the customer, the quality of the solution and the sales trans-
action, the efficiency and quality of the installation process, and 
the capability and speed of technical support, among others. 
The resulting findings were benchmarked against IBM’s prior 
performance ratings, as well as the performance ratings of the 
company’s major competitors.

One trend we see among world-class sellers is the extensive 
effort that they make to involve their customers in the estab-
lishment of measurement categories and the review of perfor-
mance. They know that customer satisfaction is very difficult 
to measure and that without specific and accurate performance 
criteria, the feedback process will often provide misleading 
information. Both Boise Cascade Office Products and AT&T 
Middle Market directly involved customers in determining the 

6. How Does the Company Solicit Customer Feedback?
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criteria to be used to measure and evaluate their performance. 
GE ICS informed its drive to be more responsive to customers 
with a survey program that was designed to identify its custom-
ers’ priorities. The results of the surveys were used to create a 
ranked list of Critical to Quality factors that the company then 
addressed according to their priority.

Of course, information is of little use unless it is commu-
nicated and acted upon. The difficulty with most customer 
feedback programs is that they are typically so lengthy that 
months will pass before the data is compiled and tabulated and 
customer concerns are finally surfaced. Nothing is gained by 
raising an issue and failing to address it promptly. In fact, it 
can cause irreparable damage when customers believe that their 
complaints have been heard, yet nothing changes.

GE ICS used Field QMI (quick market intelligence), a  
market-focused variation on Jack Welch’s famous Work-Outs, 
to enhance its ability to act on customer findings. The company 
conducted twenty QMI events each year. In each, a wide variety 
of customer problems were identified and discussed by partici-
pants ranging from ICS’s CEO to key staff members, regional 
sales and service managers, and local field team members. The 
night before a field event, a group of roughly forty people 
would organize themselves into two- to four-member teams 
and review the accounts of a preselected set of prospective and 
existing customers. The following morning, each team reported 
its key findings and, with the entire group, brainstormed ways 
to establish or improve the customer relationship. Near the end 
of the event, a global teleconference, which included up to 200 
open lines to relevant field and home-office personnel, added 
more resources to the mix. Finally, the general sales manager 
summarized the lessons learned and announced new or revised 
action plans. Within twenty-four hours, the company’s sales 
teams were hard at work implementing the findings.
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We know that there is an ongoing shortage of properly 

educated sales candidates. We know that customer-

centricity has created a shift in which some traditional sales 

capabilities have been devalued in favor of new, less com-

mon skills. In addition, we know that sales positions have 

almost never been held in particularly high esteem. For 

all of these reasons, staffing a sales force so that its overall 

level of competency and commitment to performance is 

continuously upgraded is a tremendous challenge.

World-class sellers are constantly searching out the highest-
quality candidates that they can find. They recognize the sales 
traits and skills that best match their customers’ buying habits. 
They understand that different customer segments want and 
require different sales approaches, and they factor these needs 
into their recruiting and selection processes. Further, they locate 
hiring authority and accountability where it belongs—with the 
sales management team.

World-class sellers recognize that salespeople are not inter-
changeable cogs in a selling machine. There are various sales 
roles that require distinct (and often noninterchangeable) traits 

Question 7

How Does the Company Recruit and  
Select Salespeople?
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and capabilities, and they tailor their recruitment and selec-
tion criteria to those needs. Their sales managers use a selec-
tion strategy similar to that of a winning baseball coach. The 
best coaches first match the skill of the player to the position, 
and then align the players’ combined skills to create a winning 
team.

IBM recognized the differences between sales jobs in its hir-
ing process for client representatives and sales specialists. The 
predominant difference between the two positions was the 
required level of technical capability. Client representatives 
were responsible throughout the sales process for driving rev-
enue and ensuring customer satisfaction, and so they needed a 
trait and skill set more aligned with relationship management. 
Sales specialists, on the other hand, sold “spot” products requir-
ing greater technical and application expertise.

We often find that the recruitment and selection process is 
migrating from the centralized hiring function closer to the point 
of customer contact among world-class sellers. This enables selec-
tion decisions that are aligned with individual customer needs, 
as well as the specific regional needs of targeted markets. When 
a sales position opened at GE ICS, for example, the regional 
sales manager worked with the region’s human resource man-
ager to fill the job. In addition to the standard requirements for 
an account manager, the pair also identified the critical skills 
needed for the particular sales territory assignment.

World-class sellers understand that sales managers cannot 
effectively evaluate and select candidates unless they are prop-
erly trained for the task. At Allegiance Healthcare, where both 
the distributed and the manufactured product sales forces were 
further segmented by region, regional directors were respon-
sible for the recruitment, hiring, and training of sales personnel. 
All directors attended a formal training program that prepared 
them to manage an extensive selection and interview process. 
Further, each sales candidate was interviewed a minimum of 
four times by different regional team members.
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The selection process tends to be intensive among world-
class sellers. At AT&T Middle Market, candidates without sales 
experience were asked to undergo a four-hour personal assess-
ment conducted by external resources. The assessment focused 
on resiliency, as well as fact-finding, prioritization, preparation, 
and presentation skills. Candidates with sales experience par-
ticipated in a one-hour assessment process, usually conducted 
by internal personnel. A team-based interview process was 
favored at AT&T Middle Market. Sales managers were trained 
in interviewing techniques, and this process was conducted at 
the individual branches. Interviews were semistructured and  
example-based, following a competency model that was developed 
using a focus group of the company’s best account executives.

Finally, world-class sellers are increasingly focused on hir-
ing experienced salespeople in order to reduce the ramping 
time inherent with new recruits in complex sales environments. 
There was a time when customers were expected to break in 
new salespeople. They trained them, showed them around, told 
them what they needed to do. Not anymore. Customers no lon-
ger have the time, personnel, or motivation to orient new sales-
people. If a salesperson is not the knowledgeable resource that 
the customer expects, that customer will go over the salesper-
son’s head or will turn to a more experienced competitor. The 
responsiveness that highlights an organization’s ability to rec-
ognize and adapt to customers’ changing needs is significantly 
enhanced by hiring experienced individuals who are able to hit 
the ground running.

With a 15 percent to 18 percent turnover rate, Allegiance 
Healthcare was hiring between fifty and seventy sales represen-
tatives each year. Rather than expect inexperienced recruits to 
quickly master the complexities of its markets and customers, 
Allegiance shifted its selection process to identify and favor can-
didates with a demonstrated understanding of the complex sale, 
the health care industry itself, and specifically, how hospitals 
and hospital buying groups function.

7. How Does the Company Recruit Salespeople?
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The fact that business customers identify the effective-

ness of salespeople as the most influential factor in 

their decision to buy makes the importance of this final 

question for identifying world-class sales organizations 

exceedingly clear. If individual sales effectiveness is the 

leading factor in sales success, then sales training and devel-

opment plays a critical supporting role in that success.

Today, the answer that is not acceptable to the training and 
development question is “more of the same.” Much of the tra-
ditional training content—particularly, hard-selling skills that 
worked for years—are inadequate in today’s business-to-business 
sales environments. Traditional sales-skills training programs 
and product familiarity seminars will not suffice in the quest for 
world-class success. Instead, sellers who strive to become world-
class must focus on training and development as an ongoing and 
essential strategic and tactical business process. This process must 
be one of continuous needs evaluation and re-evaluation designed 
to identify and close the gaps between the skills and competen-
cies of the sales force and the demands of the marketplace.

As with recruitment and selection, the need to align train-
ing to the customer requires that the function be pushed out 

Question 8

How Does the Company Train and Develop 
Its Sales Force?
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into the field. When we first started studying world-class sell-
ers, that requirement often meant that sales managers were tak-
ing responsibility for skill development through a process of 
one-on-one coaching. Boise Cascade Office Products, AT&T 
Middle Market, and GE ICS all actively involved their sales 
managers in the ongoing education of the sales force. Ian Pat-
rick, Boise Cascade Office Products’ sales training and develop-
ment manager, told us, “BCOP is putting greater emphasis on 
sales managers having a passion to develop their people.” And 
we found that almost one-third of Boise’s seventy district sales 
managers were running training seminars themselves. The com-
pany also added a new management program designed to teach 
sales managers the basics of coaching. One of its goals was to 
get managers to approach their work differently, to think more 
about teaching rather than just directing.

The accelerating trend toward wider spans of control and 
higher salesperson-to-supervisor ratios is making one-on-one 
coaching impractical. Nevertheless, sales managers still have 
an important role to play in defining, selecting, and oversee-
ing training and development activities. That is the only way 
in which the localized skill gaps that prevent individual sales-
people from reaching their highest potential can be identified, 
measured, and filled.

One aspect of the training and development issue that 
remains highly stable and relevant is the need for training con-
tent that is focused on the customer’s business. Business cus-
tomers continue to look to their vendors for ever-greater levels 
of technical and applications expertise. This is often a substitute 
for knowledge that customers previously maintained in-house, 
or it is a core competency that the customer lacks and is looking 
to the seller to provide. In any case, it requires more than prod-
uct knowledge to fill these customer demands. As we have seen, 
empowered salespeople meet that challenge by understanding 
their customers’ businesses and the markets into which their 
customers sell.

8. How Does the Company Train Its Sales Force?
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GE ICS restructured its training program with an eye 
toward fulfilling this demand. “[T]raining does not stand 
alone, but fits in with the strategic initiative of the business and 
management,” Jim Panzl, a local customer and team training 
manager, told us. “We are trying to develop a sales force that is 
not there just to sell products; they are there to sell productivity 
to the customer, to improve the customers’ revenue stream, or 
to take the costs out of their customers’ businesses. A headliner 
in training is changing the mindset and developing business 
expertise and sensitivity. To develop business skills, our account 
managers need to understand how our business functions and 
how a customer can impact our business, along with certain 
financial measurements. We have instituted some simulations 
in which people can learn and practice these business skills 
and thereby impact business results within their customers’  
operations.”

At Allegiance Healthcare, the corporate training depart-
ment offered a broad array of quarterly training to salespeople. 
This training included topics that were typically delivered to 
management, such as business processes and programs, finan-
cial, P&L, facilities management, conflict resolution, and logis-
tics. The company’s regional and branch offices also shared 
ongoing sales-training responsibilities. New hires spent time 
in the regional headquarters to understand how the business 
works, the role that headquarters played, and administrative 
requirements.

Allegiance’s branches provided training programs on issues 
relevant to the local market, with an in-depth focus on spe-
cific products, systems, and services required for customers 
within that particular territory. “At least once a month, we go 
into depth on some topic, e.g., cost management,” explained 
regional director Mac Brown. “We try to focus on how the 
topic impacts the customer and Allegiance by discussing how 
it drives the economics for each of them. We try to link the 
impact on the customer and on Allegiance so every time our 
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people make a decision, they consider both sides—the ‘win-win’ 
for both organizations.”

World-class sellers are increasingly addressing the efficiency, 
accessibility, and utility of training in an effort to ensure that all 
salespeople can obtain the educational resources they require to 
maximize their performance. If training is to be continual—a 
necessity in the fast-changing business-to-business markets—
the traditional method of formal classes alone is too inefficient 
and time-consuming.

IBM addressed this need with a process designed to man-
age the ongoing development of its sales forces’ skills. When 
client representatives or sales specialists exhibited a skill defi-
ciency, they were offered a variety of learning activities designed 
to close the gap. The training was not always mandated per 
se, but there was an implicit expectation from managers that 
employees would actively participate in these skill development 
opportunities. There was also a corresponding expectation that 
managers would support employees in their pursuit of those 
activities.

Finally, world-class sellers are just beginning to respond to 
the necessity of training salespeople to operate as team mem-
bers and team leaders rather than as independent entrepreneurs. 
Today’s business-to-business sellers are providing system- 
oriented solutions and custom bundles of products and ser-
vices designed to address specialized customer needs. Where 
a customer or market is large enough, team selling is the best 
way to manage this integration of benefits. In some cases, these  
customer-driven sales teams are temporary groups created spe-
cifically to solve a unique customer problem. In others, as in 
Procter & Gamble’s Wal-Mart team, they are dedicated, inde-
pendent teams, which permanently manage all aspects of a 
major customer relationship. In either case, there has been a sig-
nificant increase in the demand for team selling, even though 
specific training in the dynamics and day-to-day management 
of teams continues to lag behind the growth curve.

8. How Does the Company Train Its Sales Force?
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Epilogue

Sales excellence is a highly ambitious goal, but it is achiev-

able. It requires a salesperson whose personal talents 

and skills match the selling environment in which he or she 

works, a solid grounding in traditional and non-traditional 

sales skills, and, most important in today’s highly competitive 

business-to-business markets, a customer-centric approach.

This last prerequisite of sales excellence has been this book’s 
main theme and the focus of its content. We hope that it has 
helped you to see your work from your customer’s perspective, 
because that’s the perspective that ultimately controls the deci-
sion to buy as well as the sales success of you and your company.

Looking back over the seven customer rules and the roles 
and skills that you must master, it is easy to see that some read-
ers might focus too intently on the challenges of the journey to 
sales excellence and choose instead to stay on the traditional 
path to sales success. We hope you won’t succumb to that temp-
tation. There is no future in it.

Instead, we urge you to focus on the opportunity to dif-
ferentiate yourself from your competition and supercharge your 
results. Remember that salespeople who have mastered all of 
the skills described in this book are exceedingly rare. So, every 
step that you take toward fulfilling the customer rules moves 
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you another step ahead the pack and another step closer to 
world-class status in your customers’ eyes.

If you are just beginning your journey to sales excellence, 
the first three rules will offer the best return on your time and 
effort:

9	 “You must be personally accountable for our desired results.”
9	 “You must understand our business.”
9	 “You must be on our side.”

These three rules account for a lion’s share of the sales suc-
cess you can earn by selling with the customer’s perspective in 
mind. In assuming the role of the business agent, the CEO, and 
the advocate and expediter, you establish yourself as one of an 
elite group of sales leaders.

When you have mastered the first three rules, or if you are 
already achieving some success selling from the customer’s per-
spective, turn to the last four rules:

9	 “You must bring us applications.”
9	 “You must be easily accessible.”
9	 “You must solve our problems.”
9	 “You must be innovative in responding to our needs.”

These are the rules that will refine and extend your skill 
set in working with customers. Master them and you will lift 
yourself to a place among the best salespeople in the business-to-
business world. In doing so, you will surely guarantee yourself 
a lifetime of sales success.

As a final thought, we hope that you will always remember 
that your customers see you as the most influential factor in the 
sale—not the price or the quality and features of the product 
or any other factor. If you fulfill and exceed your customer’s 
expectations, nothing and no one will be able to undermine 
your success.

Epilogue
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About The HR Chally Group

For more than a quarter century, organizations around 

the world have used The HR Chally Group to identify 

and evaluate the talent needed to differentiate themselves 

in the marketplace.

HR Chally was founded in 1973 by a grant from the Depart-
ment of Justice with the goal of creating a predictive and non- 
discriminatory assessment system to prepare for the coming EEOC 
(Equal Employment Opportunity Commission) legislation.

Through the creation of actuarial databases and statistical 
algorithms (the technology used by the insurance industry), 
Chally was able to develop an objective and predictive system 
for identifying effective law enforcement officers. This nondis-
criminatory and predictive core assessment set is now backed 
by more than thirty years of research and a database of more 
than 300,000 sales, management, and professional employees. 
To date, Chally has completed more predictive validation stud-
ies than all other assessment companies combined. Chally has 
developed one of the most advanced expert systems built into 
a sophisticated IT platform and Internet portal. With a single 
online assessment per candidate or incumbent, Chally collects 
866 data points, and can capture an individual’s “Work” DNA, 
to accurately predict competence in 156 distinct work skills and 
abilities, across more than fifty key business positions.
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In an ever-changing business environment, this also requires 
gathering research from the customer’s point of view. More than 
80,000 in-depth customer interviews form the foundation of 
Chally’s World Class sales force research. Only Chally has 
remained committed to conducting research on this parallel 
track—asking customers to objectively “rate” their salesperson 
on a broad set of competencies, correlating those ratings with 
their actual buying decisions and statistically identifying the 
specific skills that differentiate top sales performers from weak 
performers. Chally leads the research in defining the “new sales 
professional.”

Today, more than 2,500 organizations in thirty-five coun-
tries and twelve languages have trusted Chally to provide skills 
assessment and research services in the areas of Talent Man-
agement, Leadership Development, and Sales Improvement. 
Chally clients have experienced typical bottom-line improve-
ments including at least 35 percent increased productivity per 
individual, 85 percent accuracy in identifying “high potentials,” 
and a reduction in turnover of at least 25 percent.

About The HR Chally Group
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