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Teach your salespeople solid 'relationship' skills

Denver Business Journal - by Darrell Mullis and Michael Higgins Special to the Business Journal

Sales are the lifeblood of a business. That's why you often find a company's most capable, skilled and highest-salaried people on its sales team. 

But the sales process has become challenging. Customers don't trust salespeople. They think salespeople are trying to manipulate them just to get their business. 

Many companies respond to this attitude by developing relationship or consultative selling. This is an alternative to the more traditional product-selling style, with which most experienced salespeople began their careers. 

A successful product salesperson is assertive but gregarious, a friendly "people person" who could "sell ice to Eskimos." He could talk anyone into buying things they don't really need. 

Product salespeople usually have a targeted buyer at their customer's firm. Sales meetings often revolve around entertainment -- taking someone out to meals, bars, sporting events or conventions. The sale itself is almost an aside. Little time is spent on real business issues. 

Converting from this approach to relationship or consultative selling is a daunting task for many companies. It requires different thinking and behavior by the sales professional. 

The core of a relationship selling approach is that "you are my customer, and you have business objectives and needs. My company offers products and services, so why don't we partner to look at your big-picture objectives and tailor solutions to help you meet those needs?" 

The benefits and challenges of this approach are apparent, focusing on the long term rather than the short term. The sales call is likely to involve a higher-level executive. This executive is likely to see the salesperson as a professional, not a crony, and be less interested in being entertained. The executive will have limited time and will expect the salesperson to understand their business and its challenges. 

If your company needs more effective consultative or relationship selling, you may benefit by assessing and developing the following abilities in your sales professionals: 

(1) General business acumen -- Executives are driven by strategic and financial objectives. Can your salespeople think like an executive? Do they understand the financial metrics that drive decisions? Selling to an executive requires understanding the customer's business as well as your own. 

If your products and services are similar to those of your competitors, differentiating yourself from them is more about demonstrating that you see the customer's problems and objectives and can provide solutions, and less about the features and benefits of a product or service. 

Defining how your solution addresses core issues represents your business case for why a customer will benefit by purchasing from you. When presented well, your business case generates sales through the inherent added value you bring rather than through price reduction or crony selling. 

Make sure your salespeople can answer these questions prior to making a consultative sales call: 

· What is our customer's niche? 
· How do they leverage it in the marketplace? 
· What are their challenges in going to market, innovating and collaborating with customers, and in production and logistics? 
· How do our products and services make these challenges easier to solve? 
· What important metrics will the customer improve by working with us? 

(2) Problem vs. solution focus -- There is an ingrained belief in American sales professionals: If you notice a problem, find a solution. Although there's nothing wrong with this, it often leads to quick fixes that don't solve the real problem. Even worse, they can hurt your company's credibility with your customers. 

When customers describe a problem, they're most likely describing the symptoms of the problem. The real problem is usually deeper and more complex. You will find greater long-term success with your customer if you can uncover and resolve the deeper issue. 

Executive decision makers often are surrounded by people who are reluctant to tell them the truth. Internal departments compete with each other for who can look the best to the boss. They often pretend that they have no problems. 

These situations provide excellent opportunities for consultative sales people, because most executives appreciate someone who's willing to tell them the truth. Your salespeople have been around their customers long enough to know which issues aren't being talked about. The ability to see their relevance to productivity can help you have deeper and more focused discussions, and increase sales volume. 

Help your salespeople by making sure they address these questions: 

· Are there fundamental issues, especially emotional and cultural ones that are contributing to our customer's problem? 
· Is the customer aware of these issues? Are they being talked about? 
· How can we talk about them with the customer to add value, offer workable solutions and improve our long-term relationship? 
· What are the benefits of going beyond quick solutions and probing for the real problem with artful questions and discussion? 

Successful relationship and consultative selling requires the confidence that comes with business and leadership acumen. Salespeople must be able to have strategic discussions about difficult, even emotional business issues to help their customers see a problem in a new way. 

Those customers will spend money more readily thanks to your deeper understanding of their problem. In this situation, their supplier of choice is you. 

Darrell Mullis and Michael Higgins, principals with Stratactics, a Boulder management consulting firm, can be reached at dmullis@stratactics.com or mhiggins@stratactics.com.
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